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Abstract 
The retelling task is the first task in the Test for English Majors Band 4 Oral 
(TEM4-Oral), a nationwide English speaking test for undergraduate English 
major students in China. Despite its wide use, little work has been done on 
ensuring its validity. This is reflected in the absence of a systematic validation 
program or review since its launch in 1999 (Duan, 2011). In the case of the 
retelling task, the provision of a source story which candidates ‘retell’ raises 
concerns about the use of source material and how it is linked to language 
proficiency (e.g. Plakans & Gebril, 2012). This study examines the validity of 
the TEM4-Oral retelling task through analysing features of test-taker 
performance across four test administrations. Combining corpus analysis and 
qualitative explorations, it addresses how candidates’ proficiency levels are 
reflected in the discourse characteristics of their retellings. It also explores the 
consistency of scoring across task versions. Findings suggest significant 
differences in the discourse features of higher- and lower-ranked retellings, 
which partly supports the score interpretation from test-taker performance in the 
retelling task. On the other hand, some inconsistencies in candidates’ discourse 
features have been observed across administrations. This indicates that the 
generalisability of the task is threatened. This study constitutes an initial step in 
the validation process of TEM4-Oral. As well as shedding light on the design of 
the retelling task, it highlights the importance of test validation in the Chinese 
context, which would benefit thousands of people. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.1 Background 
In present-day China, great emphasis is placed on English education. The 
number of English learners in China is estimated at around 400 million, which 
constitutes approximately one third of the country’s population (Bolton & 
Graddol, 2012). This makes the number of English as a foreign language (EFL) 
learners in China more than the rest of the world combined (International House 
London, 2014).1 For almost 20 years now, in most areas of China, English has 
been taught from Grade 3 in primary education (Li, 2007). Along with Chinese 
and mathematics, it constitutes the ‘core three subjects’ in teaching and testing 
in primary and secondary studies. It is also an obligatory subject for 
undergraduate university students, regardless of their major (Cheng, 2008). 
With the attention on English learning comes the pressure of tests. For 
most Chinese people, experiences in testing start in early childhood, when 
schoolkids compete against their massive cohort for education resources, be they 
better schools or opportunities to sit in a class taught by more experienced 
teachers (see Qi, 2004). Yet their first encounter with large-scale, high-stakes 
tests is likely to be in the High School Entrance Examination, in which English 
is among the five subjects tested (Kirkpatrick & Zang, 2011). The pressure 
intensifies upon taking the National Matriculation English Test (NMET), which 
is part of the highly-competitive National College Entrance Examination (i.e. 
                                                
1 According to the British Council, the population of EFL learners in the world is around 750 
million (International House London, 2014). 
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Gaokao) (Hu, 2002). At the university level, high-stakes achievement tests are 
also administered. Every year, Test for English Majors Bands 4 and 8 (TEM4 
and TEM8) are required for second-year and fourth-year undergraduate English 
major students respectively, while College English Test Bands 4 and 6 (CET4 
and CET6) are taken by second-year and fourth-year students of other majors 
(Cheng, 2008). At most universities, failing TEM4 or CET4 will cost their 
degrees, while obtaining a high mark in TEM8 or CET6 is considered an 
advantage in the graduate job market. 
Despite the abundance of high-stakes English tests in China, the attention 
given to English speaking is very limited. Perhaps because of the difficulty to 
administer speaking tests on large populations, the speaking component of most 
English tests in China is either missing or not compulsory (Sun & Henrichsen, 
2011; Zhou, 2013). As a result, students devote little effort in improving their 
English speaking ability (Lin, 2002). At the national level, the lack of an 
emphasis on English speaking has resulted in the widely discussed ‘Mute 
English’ phenomenon, which refers to the fact that people are able to excel in 
tests of English listening, reading and writing, but find it difficult to 
communicate orally in the language (Liao & Wolff, 2011).  
Meanwhile, however, English speaking has gradually gained its 
importance in the Chinese context. The rapid economic growth of China in 
recent years has seen an increasing demand for jobs in areas such as international 
trade, finance and interpreting, among which English speaking skills are highly 
valued (Chen, Wang, & Hu, 2012; Liang, 2011). Apart from a tool in the 
workplace, English speaking is also useful on a personal level. As China’s 
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economy flourishes and the trend of traveling and studying abroad continues, 
English speaking skills will become necessary for more and more Chinese 
people (Sun & Henrichsen, 2011). 
In order to promote the development of English speaking skills of 
Chinese people, well-designed and reliable assessments of spoken English need 
to be in place. However, due to the neglect of the development of English 
speaking skills in education and the relatively late emergence of language testing 
research in China, most English speaking tests in China are under-researched 
and under-developed (Liu, 2010). In particular, it has not been common practice 
for major tests to have validation programs in China. 
 
1.2 Aim of the study 
This study aims to gather evidence for a validity argument of the retelling 
task of one English speaking test in China, namely, Test for English Majors Band 
4 Oral (TEM4-Oral).2 TEM4-Oral is the speaking component of TEM4 and it is 
taken by second-year undergraduate English major students across China. As an 
English speaking test, the tasks of TEM4-Oral have not been revised since the 
launch of the test in 1999. In addition, very little validation research has been 
done on TEM4-Oral. Of the research that has been carried out, none has adopted 
a validation framework or followed a systematic procedure. For the retelling task 
in particular, the unique nature of the task raises issues about what the task is 
                                                
2 Test for English Majors Band 4 Oral (TEM4-Oral), or 
	 (Gāoxiào 
Yīngyǔ Zhuānyè Sìjí Kǒushì), is sometimes referred to in English as STEM4 (Spoken English 
Test for English Majors - Band 4) (e.g. Wang, 2004; Wang & Chen, 2013). This study adopts 
Test for English Majors Band 4 Oral (TEM4-Oral) since it is the official name of the test in the 
syllabus (Syllabus for TEM4-Oral Editing Team, 2014) and more widely used in other studies. 
 4 
measuring, the consistency of its measurement and the relationship of the test to 
the English curriculum it is intended to represent. 
In order to look into the validity of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, this 
study focuses on test-taker discourse, which can be used as supporting evidence 
in argument-based validation. Through analysing discourse features of test-taker 
performance in the TEM4-Oral retelling task across four test administrations, it 
addresses whether the task forms are consistent across test versions, and whether 
retelling performances of higher- and lower-ranked test-takers are distinguished 
clearly according to the construct, as represented in the marking criteria. These 
understandings of test-taker discourse then fit into a validity argument for the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task. 
 
1.3 Organisation of the thesis 
The thesis consists of six chapters. The next chapter provides a detailed 
description of the TEM4-Oral speaking test, followed by a discussion of the 
nature of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, and a review of validity literature and 
how aspects of it can be used in validating the TEM4-Oral retelling task. 
Chapter 3 outlines the methodology, including a description of the corpus 
used and an explanation of the choice of discourse features for analysis. This is 
followed by descriptions of each of the three discourse analytic measures. Then, 
findings under each discourse measure are presented in Chapter 4. 
Chapter 5 firstly summarises the findings presented in Chapter 4. 
Drawing upon the argument-based validation framework addressed in Chapter 
2, it discusses how findings from the discourse analysis of test-taker performance 
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in the TEM4-Oral retelling task can serve as evidence in the overall validity 
argument of the task. In addition, it identifies issues in the validation process of 
the TEM4-Oral retelling task and provides implications for task design and 
validation. 
The final chapter draws conclusions from the findings, highlights the 
implications of the study and poses questions for future investigation. 
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Chapter 2 Literature review 
2.1 A description of TEM4-Oral and its retelling task 
2.1.1 Education and policy context and the implementation of TEM4-Oral 
In the early 1980s, the attention on English education in China emerged 
with the rapid economic growth following a series of reforms. Economic 
strategies from the newly proposed Open Door Policy3 required China to shift 
from a self-contained economy to an active participator in the world market 
(Huan, 1986). This process of opening up brought about development in areas 
such as international trade and tourism, which then stimulated the need for 
English in communication (Adamson, 2004). As a result, great emphasis was put 
on English education especially at the university level. In 1989, the first teaching 
syllabus for undergraduate English majors at the foundational stage (first year 
and second year) was published. TEM4 was launched accordingly in 1992 as an 
achievement test to assess the English ability of second-year undergraduate 
English major students (Jin & Fan, 2011). TEM4 consisted of three sections: 
listening, reading and writing. Since the emphasis on English education, 
improvements were clearly seen in the general English ability of undergraduate 
English major students in China. Therefore, an adjustment was made on the 
initial teaching syllabus which raised the level of English proficiency required 
                                                
3 The Open Door Policy, or  (Gǎi Gé Kāi Fàng) in Chinese, was adopted by the 
Chinese government in 1978; it is also less commonly referred to as the ‘Reform and Opening-
Up Policy’ in language testing literature. It is not to be confused with the Open Door Policy in 
the United States in the late 19th and early 20th Century.  
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of second-year English major students and added a test of spoken English – 
TEM4-Oral (National Foreign Language Teaching Advisory Board, 2000). 
 
2.1.2 Introduction to TEM4-Oral 
TEM4-Oral is the speaking test component of TEM4, which is a high-
stakes English test for second-year undergraduate English major students in 
mainland China (Syllabus for TEM4 Editing Team, 2004). Unlike the majority 
of language tests in which the speaking section is an integral part of the test, 
TEM4-Oral is administered separately from the listening, reading and writing 
components of TEM4 and its scores are also reported separately. While the 
passing of TEM4 (listening, reading, writing) is necessary for the successful 
completion of an English major, the TEM4-Oral component is optional for 
English major students (Syllabus for TEM4 Editing Team, 2004).  
The piloting process for TEM4-Oral began in 1994, two years after the 
launch of TEM4 (Wen, 2001; Wen, Wu, & So, 1999). Since the start of its 
nationwide administration in 1999, the number of test-takers of TEM4-Oral each 
year has risen from the initial 2,000 to more than 20,000 in 2011, and is 
continuing to increase rapidly (Duan, 2011; Wang & Wang, 2012). This is partly 
because of the increasing availability of equipment (e.g. computer labs) required 
for test administration (Zhou, 2013). Anecdotal evidence also suggests that 
universities will encourage or arrange for their students to take TEM4-Oral 
despite the unwillingness of some, which has contributed to the growth of the 
test-taker population. However, as a non-compulsory test, the number of test-
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takers of TEM4-Oral is still much fewer than that of the compulsory TEM4, 
which reached 270,000 in 2010 (Jin & Fan, 2011).4 
TEM4-Oral is administered by the National Foreign Language Teaching 
Advisory Board on behalf of Ministry of Education, People’s Republic of China 
(Wu, 1994). It is usually administered 2-3 weeks after TEM4, which is held 
annually on the third Saturday in April (Syllabus for TEM4 Editing Team, 2004; 
Syllabus for TEM4-Oral Editing Team, 2014). TEM4-Oral adopts a semi-direct 
method of administration (Bernstein, Van Moere, & Cheng, 2010). In most parts 
of China, the test is arranged at individual universities and students record their 
spoken responses on computers. In less developed areas, test-taker performances 
are recorded on cassettes (Zhou, 2013).  
 
Table 1 
Task Specifications of TEM4-Oral 
Task Format Length 
1. Retelling a story Retelling from a 
source story heard 
Approx. 5 mins for 
listening to a source 
story while note-taking 
+ 3 mins for retelling 
2. Talking on a given topic Monologue on a 
given topic 
3 mins planning time + 
3 mins monologue 
3. Role-playing Paired speaking on a 
given topic 
3 mins individual 
planning time + 4 mins 
conversation 
 
                                                
4 The exact population of undergraduate English major students in China is not known; 
however, English has been regarded as one of the most populous undergraduate majors in 
China, offered by 77.4% of universities (China Youth Daily, 2013, September 17). 
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The tasks of TEM4-Oral were designed by the National Advisory 
Committee for Foreign Language Teaching at Shanghai International Studies 
University (Jin & Fan, 2011). Throughout its 19 years of administration, the 
structure of TEM4-Oral has remained the same (Syllabus for TEM4-Oral 
Editing Team, 2008, 2014). The 20-minute speaking test consists of three tasks: 
(1) Retelling a story, (2) Talking on a given topic and (3) Role-playing. The task 
specifications are outlined in Table 1. 
 
2.1.3 The construct of TEM4-Oral  
Construct definition is a crucial step in test development. Chapelle, 
Enright, and Jamieson (2008) have defined a construct as ‘a proficiency, ability, 
or characteristic of an individual that has been inferred from observed behavioral 
consistencies and that can be meaningfully interpreted’ (p. 3). The identification 
of constructs requires a clearly stated intended test purpose, which is necessary 
for a good test (Ingram, 1968). According to the Syllabus for TEM4-Oral 
(Syllabus for TEM4-Oral Editing Team, 2014), TEM4-Oral serves as an 
achievement test, with the purpose of examining whether English major students 
have met the English speaking skills as prescribed in the National College 
English Teaching Syllabus for English Majors (hereafter the Teaching Syllabus; 
National Foreign Language Teaching Advisory Board, 2000). As Fulcher (2010, 
p. 95) notes, the design of such an achievement test should be based on the 
requirements for language proficiency or the learning outcomes stated in the 
syllabus. Although the Teaching Syllabus has prescribed the learning objectives 
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of various courses for English major students5 and requirements for spoken 
English proficiency, they are mostly general descriptions, which makes it hard 
to identify specific English speaking skills and how they are reflected as 
constructs in the TEM4-Oral tasks. Neither does existing published information 
on TEM4-Oral make any explicit links with the English teaching curriculum for 
English majors. 
For spoken English ability, the Teaching Syllabus describes students at 
Band 4 as capable of ‘communicat[ing] with people from English-speaking 
countries in ordinary social situations’ (p. 8).6 It also briefly states that students 
should demonstrate a good overall command of pronunciation, intonation, 
grammar and appropriate language use. The criteria for pronunciation are 
separated from general speaking ability, in which further explanations are 
provided regarding rhythm and phonetic changes (see Appendix A for the full 
requirements). It is hard to find explicit links between the design of the TEM4-
Oral tasks and those general descriptions of spoken language ability. 
Nevertheless, some connections can be found between the learning 
objectives of English major courses in the Teaching Syllabus and the abilities 
required of the TEM4-Oral tasks. The connection is most obviously seen in the 
targeted skills of the university course ‘English Listening and Speaking’, by the 
                                                
5 The English major courses prescribed in the Teaching Syllabus fall into three categories: (1) 
English major skills (including courses on listening, reading, writing and speaking); (2) 
English language knowledge (including courses on English literature, English linguistics, and 
culture and society of English-speaking countries); (3) Related knowledge (including 
introductions to foreign policy, international trade and technology). 
6 According to the National Foreign Language Teaching Advisory Board (2000), the Teaching 
Syllabus prescribes the language ability of English major students at five levels: upon 
university admission, Band 2, Band 4, Band 6 and Band 8. Undergraduate English major 
students are expected to achieve Band 4 at the end of the second year of the degree and Band 8 
at the end of the fourth (last) year of the degree.  
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end of which students are expected to be able to ‘use communicative language 
functions such as inquiring, requesting, suggesting and advising’ (p. 24) (see 
Appendix B for course description and learning objectives). This learning 
outcome can be linked to the role-playing task, in which students are usually 
required to be persuasive or make suggestions (Tai, 2013). Another objective in 
the course description refers to the ability to understand listening materials with 
moderate levels of difficulty and take brief notes in English. This description 
bears some relationship to the format of the retelling task, which involves 
listening and note-taking. This correspondence remains a surface one, however, 
as the learning outcome of the course seems to have a focus on summarisation 
of main ideas, as opposed to capturing and recounting detailed content in the 
retelling task (Qin, 2012; Wang, 2004). Besides the weak connections 
occasionally seen between the Teaching Syllabus and the TEM4-Oral tasks, no 
systematic explanation or justification of the test construct has been made 
available. 
 
2.1.4 The scoring of TEM4-Oral 
After the test, all recorded performances are sent to institutions 
designated by the National Foreign Language Teaching Advisory Board for 
marking (Syllabus for TEM4-Oral Editing Team, 2014). Normally, English 
teachers from 2-3 universities will be selected to be involved in the 3-month 
rating process.  
According to the Syllabus for TEM4-Oral (2008) and available studies 
on the test, performances of TEM4-Oral are marked according to the general 
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marking criteria as published in the Syllabus for TEM4-Oral (2008) and a set of 
task-specific marking schemes generated by raters from a pilot marking session 
each year.  
For the general marking criteria, each performance is scored by two 
raters against two common scales (pronunciation and intonation, grammar and 
vocabulary) and three task-specific scales (retelling a story, talking on a given 
topic, role-playing). Each scale has a weighing of 20 points, which are added up 
to a final mark out of 100. The rating scales as published in the Syllabus for 
TEM4-Oral (2014, p. 4-5) are shown in Table 2:
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Table 2 
Rating Scales for TEM4-Oral (Translated from Chinese) 
 Retelling a story Talking on a given 
topic 
Role-playing Pronunciation and 
intonation 
Grammar and 
vocabulary 
Rank 4: 
Outstanding 
(80-100) 
Students are able to 
retell the content of 
the story in detail 
and in a structured 
way 
Students are able to 
stick closely to the 
given topic and talk 
in a structured way. 
The talk has 
substantial content 
and shows fluency in 
language without 
unnecessary pauses  
Students are able to 
carry out two-way 
communication with 
ease and flexibility 
according to the 
scenarios provided 
and the roles 
assigned 
Precise 
pronunciation, clear 
articulation, natural 
intonation 
Generally correct 
grammar, very few 
obvious mistakes; 
appropriate use of a 
wide range of 
vocabulary 
Rank 3: 
Good 
(70-79) 
Students are able to 
retell the important 
content of the story 
in a structured way 
Students are able to 
stick closely to the 
given topic and talk 
in a relatively 
structured way. The 
talk is quite 
Students are able to 
carry out two-way 
communication 
according to the 
scenarios provided 
and the roles 
Precise 
pronunciation, clear 
articulation, 
relatively natural 
intonation 
A few of obvious 
mistakes, but 
generally not 
serious; relatively 
appropriate use of 
vocabulary; a 
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substantial in 
content. There are a 
few unnecessary 
pauses but they do 
not affect 
communication 
assigned in a 
relatively easy and 
flexible manner 
relatively wide range 
of vocabulary 
Rank 2: 
Pass 
(60-69) 
Students are able to 
retell the important 
content of the story 
but with less 
structure 
Students are able to 
talk on the given 
topic, but the content 
is not adequate or 
not relevant to the 
topic. There is a 
fairly large number 
of unnecessary 
pauses but they 
generally do not 
influence 
communication 
Students are able to 
communicate 
roughly according to 
the scenarios 
provided and the 
roles assigned. In 
general, students are 
able to carry out 
two-way 
communication 
Precise 
pronunciation in 
general, relatively 
clear articulation, 
slight unnaturalness 
in intonation 
A few of obvious 
and serious grammar 
mistakes, but they do 
not affect 
communication; 
general appropriate 
use of vocabulary; a 
fair range of 
vocabulary 
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Rank 1: 
Fail  
(< 60) 
Students fail to 
mention important 
content of the story, 
or the retold content 
differs greatly from 
the original content 
Students are able to 
talk on the given 
topic, but the content 
is simple, 
unstructured and not 
relevant to the topic. 
There are many 
unnecessary pauses 
and they severely 
affect 
communication 
Students have 
significant 
difficulties in 
communicating with 
their partners. They 
are not able to carry 
out two-way 
communication 
Imprecise 
pronunciation, 
unclear articulation, 
unnatural intonation 
A number of obvious 
and serious grammar 
mistakes which 
clearly affects 
communication; a 
large number of 
mistakes in 
vocabulary use; a 
relatively small 
range of vocabulary 
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A rating scale can be seen as consisting of descriptors which reflect the 
construct of the test (McNamara, Hill, & May, 2002). As seen from Table 2, the 
descriptors of TEM4-Oral in all five scales are vague in nature. Part of the 
description for the two common scales loosely corresponds to the abilities 
specified in the Teaching Syllabus (e.g. pronunciation, intonation, grammar), 
while other abilities (e.g. vocabulary) in the rating scale are not addressed in the 
Teaching Syllabus. For the three task-specific scales, it is difficult to link the 
language abilities described to the intended test construct, since as mentioned 
above, the relationship between the tasks and the abilities the test is supposed to 
measure (i.e. those outlined in the Teaching Syllabus) is not fully established in 
the first place.  
Apart from the general marking criteria, marking schemes specific to the 
tasks of each year are generated in a pilot rating session. Once the recordings are 
received, a pilot session is run in which raters develop a task-specific marking 
scheme. The recordings of candidates’ performances are formed into groups of 
30-32 by stratified sampling. The grouped recordings are then sent to Nanjing 
University and Guangdong University of Foreign Studies where raters select 
samples representative of different levels of speaking proficiency, according to 
which they draft a marking scheme (Wen & Wang, 2009). The raters then 
randomly select three groups (about 100 recordings in total) to trial marking on 
and refine the marking scheme with raters from the collaborating universities. 
The task-specific marking scheme generated from this process is usually not 
publicly available. One published example (Li, 2010) is the marking scheme of 
the first task (Retelling a story) in 2009, which identified 24 idea components in 
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the source story. According to this marking scheme, candidates’ retellings were 
marked in terms of the extent those idea components were included. 
Little information exists on ensuring the reliability of scoring of TEM4-
Oral. As mentioned by test developers, if a considerable difference is seen 
between the marks given by the two raters, a third rater will be called upon to 
score the performance again (Wen & Zhao, 1998). However, no public 
information can be found regarding the details of this procedure, such as how 
different the two marks should be in order to trigger this process and how the 
final mark would be calculated if a third rater is involved.  
The scoring of the test adopted a mixture of criterion-referencing and 
norm-referencing conventions (Bachman & Purpura, 2008; Lok, McNaught, & 
Young, 2016). After test-taker performances were assigned scores according to 
the marking criteria and marking scheme, the final score of the candidates are 
adjusted relative to the scores of other candidates in the group before it is 
translated to the four ranks as shown in Table 2 above. Raters are required to 
ensure that the proportion of candidates in each rank is roughly the same across 
groups. Again, details of this procedure are not published. 
After all rating processes have been finalised, a certificate of TEM4-Oral 
will be awarded to students who got a Pass or above.7 A description of the rank 
(Pass, Good, Outstanding) will be written on the certificate, but the exact score 
the student received will not be written, nor will students know their scores in 
any other way.  
                                                
7 This is a separate certificate from the TEM4 certificate, which is compulsory for 
undergraduate English major students. 
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2.1.5 The retelling task of TEM4-Oral 
As described above, the retelling task (Retelling a story) is the first task 
of TEM4-Oral. In the retelling task, a story of approximately 300 words is read 
twice to the candidates, in American English and British English respectively 
(see Appendix C for the source stories of 2003-2006).8 In practice, the number 
of words in each story and the pace of the reading vary. Table 3 summarises the 
number of words in the source stories of 2003-2006 and the pace of the two 
versions of reading in each year (Wen, Liang, & Yan, 2008): 
 
Table 3 
Length of the Source Stories and Pace of Reading, 2003-2006 
 Word count Reading Length of reading (s) Pace (wpm) 
2003 317 AmE 132 144.09 
BrE 156 121.92 
2004 324 AmE 141 137.87 
BrE 131 148.40 
2005 387 AmE 175 132.69 
BrE 170 136.59 
2006 340 AmE 150 136.00 
BrE 143 142.66 
 
Throughout the process of listening to the story, candidates are allowed 
to take notes on a piece of paper. Right after the reading has stopped, candidates 
will be instructed to ‘retell’ the story within 3 minutes without any planning time. 
Candidates can refer to their notes while they are retelling the story. All the 
                                                
8 These two varieties of English are used in English textbooks across China and are therefore 
the varieties students are most familiar with. 
 19 
above instructions are given through audio with no further explanations provided 
to the candidates. 
As mentioned above, the Teaching Syllabus and the Syllabus for TEM4-
Oral have not provided a clear correspondence between the test task and the 
targeted English speaking abilities. This makes it hard to define the construct of 
the task. However, in the marking criteria of the retelling task as published in 
the Syllabus for TEM4-Oral (Table 2), an emphasis on ‘content’ can be seen. 
The ability to capture content is in the scale descriptors of all four ranks. In the 
descriptions of Rank 1 (Fail) and Rank 2 (Pass) especially, the amount and 
accuracy of the retold content is used to distinguish between the ranks.  
The emphasis on content recall is further confirmed by information 
gathered from journal articles on the details of rating. Wen and Wang (2009), 
two of the developers of the test, described the rating procedure of the retelling 
task as starting with a segmentation of the source story content. After this, 
sample retellings typical of each rank will be identified according to the amount 
of content they covered based on this segmentation. Additional supporting 
evidence of this process is seen in Yan (2003) and Li (2010), which documented 
the marking process of the retelling task in the 2002 and 2009 administrations of 
TEM4-Oral respectively. Both studies reported that in the specific marking 
scheme developed each year, the source story was broken into 24-25 units, each 
denoting a segment of content. According to Li (2010), who was involved in the 
rater training and rating of TEM4-Oral in 2009, raters looked for corresponding 
segments of content in candidates’ retellings and assigned scores for each of 
them based on their completeness and accuracy.  
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As evident from the above, given what can be gleaned from the task 
instructions, the marking criteria and an insider’s view of the detailed scoring 
procedures, the construct of the TEM4-Oral retelling task is exclusively focused 
on content recall and replication. How this narrowness of the construct plays out 
in test-taker performance is worth investigating. 
 
2.2 The nature of the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
2.2.1 Definition and uses of retellings 
According to Morrow (1996), ‘[r]etellings are postreading or 
postlistening recalls in which readers or listeners tell what they remember from 
the reading or listening. Retellings can be oral or written’ (p. 267). This 
definition highlights the two main components of a retelling: an input of reading 
or listening material, which is provided at the start of the process, and an output 
in spoken or written language, which the learner produces at the end of the 
retelling exercise. Learners’ mental processes connect the two components 
together through turning the input source into a retelling.  
Compared to a task format in language tests, retellings are more 
commonly used in classroom contexts as an activity for literacy development 
(Chaudron, 2003). The benefits of the retelling exercise, as have been claimed, 
lie in the process in which the source material is turned into a retelling production. 
Johnston (1983) regards the retelling as ‘the result of text/reader interaction’ (p. 
54). This implies that the generation of a retelling involves the integration and 
manipulation of the source content (e.g. the text) in relation to the background 
knowledge of the person doing the retelling (e.g. the reader). Many practitioners 
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have argued in support of integration and interaction as important features of the 
retelling exercise. They observed that in the process of retelling, students were 
involved in the active construction and comprehension of meaning (Brown & 
Cambourne, 1987; Gambrell, Pfeiffer, & Wilson, 1985). In turning the source 
content into a retelling, students connected different parts of the source content 
according to their own understanding (Morrow, 1996) and established links 
between the content of the source material to their personal experiences (Morrow, 
Gambrell, Kapinus, & Koskinen, 1986). This interactive and engaging nature of 
a classroom retelling exercise makes it a suitable instrument to assist in students’ 
development of text comprehension (Blank & Frank, 1971; Bower, 1976). 
In second language acquisition, the value of the retelling task has also 
been explored. At the level of source material comprehension, the requirement 
to reproduce the content at the end pushes the learner to pay attention to not only 
details of the story but also its higher-level properties, such as structure and gist, 
thereby promoting global comprehension and acquisition (Kai, 2008; Yoshimura, 
2006). Similar to observations in first language literacy classrooms, retelling 
tasks have been found to assist in second language learning by encouraging the 
integration of the domain knowledge of the learner (i.e. what the learner knows 
in relation to the source content) (Craik & Tulving, 1975; Fincher-Kiefer, Post, 
Greene, & Voss, 1988; Joe, 1995). When learners continue from comprehending 
the source material to producing the retelling, they move from semantic 
processing of the source content to syntactic processing, which is fundamental 
to fluent and concise language output (Hirai & Koizumi, 2009; Swain, 1985, 
1995). 
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In the context of language testing, retelling as a task format is rarely seen 
in recent years. This is possibly due to the shift towards communicative testing 
which considers the retelling format as an inadequate representation of 
communicative situations in the target language use domain (e.g. Carroll, 1980; 
Green, 2014). Perhaps as a result of this, existing retelling tasks often make use 
of content derived from the target language use situation. In the ‘speaking & 
writing’ section of the Pearson Test of English Academic (PTE Academic), 
candidates are instructed to listen to a 90-second excerpt of a lecture and then 
retell in their own words the content they just heard (Pearson Inc., 2017). The 
use of university lecture recordings corresponds to the main purpose of the test, 
which is to assess students’ readiness for tertiary education in English-speaking 
contexts (Wang, Choi, Schmidgall, & Bachman, 2012). Different from PTE 
Academic, the retelling task of the Versant English Test (Pearson Education Inc., 
2011) adopts a short story of around 30-90 words describing everyday events as 
the source content. This can be argued appropriate for the Versant English Test 
provided that its purpose is to measure candidates’ ability to understand English 
in everyday situations. During the story retelling task, candidates firstly listen to 
this story, after which they will be required to ‘reformulate’ the story ‘using 
[their] own vocabulary and grammar’ (p. 7).  
Despite the different kinds of source material used, the instructions of 
both retelling tasks emphasise the use of candidates’ own language in producing 
the retelling. In a testing situation where tight time constraints apply, it is likely 
that candidates would resort to using language from the source material in their 
responses were they not specifically instructed otherwise. The emphasis on 
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integration and reformulation of the source material directs candidates away 
from lifting source language, which then ensures the effectiveness of the task in 
assessing comprehension (Leki & Carson, 1997). 
 
2.2.2 The uniqueness of the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
As seen above, retellings are used as a device for developing and 
assessing comprehension. It is also seen that in testing situations, special 
attention should be paid to test instructions to ensure that comprehension is 
sufficiently assessed. It can be inferred that test specifications are crucial in 
determining test-taker performance, since test-takers will formulate their 
responses according to their knowledge of what constitutes a correct answer, 
which depends on the nature of the task, instructions and the marking criteria 
(Bachman, 1990, p. 123-124). Contrary to the majority of retelling tasks, the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task does not explicitly require comprehension or 
integration (see task instructions in Section 2.1.5). Rather, the nature of it has 
the potential to elicit responses which are direct imitation or copying of the 
source content provided. This can be explained from three aspects of task 
specifications. 
In terms of the nature of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, the source stories 
are read at a pace of approximately 137 words per minute (see Table 3).9 This 
makes it impossible for candidates to record the source content completely. 
Presumably in this situation, candidates will prioritise noting down as much 
                                                
9 The delivery of normal English speech has been found to be at a pace of 150-190 words per 
minute (e.g. Tauroza & Allison, 1990). 
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content as possible. In terms of task requirements, candidates are asked to ‘retell’ 
the story, which suggests that a mere recount is acceptable. In addition to this, 
students are informed prior to the test that the marking criteria emphasise on the 
amount of content included in the retelling regardless of how it is presented (Li, 
2010; Wang & Chen, 2013) (see Table 2 for the marking criteria). This implies 
that although time-consuming, the integration of source material will not 
contribute to higher scores. As a result, it is likely that candidates use language 
from the source material as much as possible, with little integration or even 
comprehension. 
The nature of the TEM4-Oral retelling task determines that 
comprehension and integration are not as adequately assessed. Nevertheless, it 
can be argued that this task may elicit proficiency through recount and imitation. 
Since the source stories are read at a fast pace, the ability to remember and 
subsequently produce as much content as possible becomes pivotal to success. 
The task, in this sense, shares similar features with elicited imitation tasks, in 
which subjects listen to a sentence in the target language and are then asked to 
repeat as accurately as they can (Bley-Vroman & Chaudron, 1994). Traditionally 
a measure of grammatical knowledge, elicited imitation is increasingly found to 
be a good representation of general language proficiency (e.g. Erlam, 2006; 
Munnich, Flynn, & Martohardjono, 1994). In relation to the rote imitation it 
elicits, it has been suggested that the short-term memory involved in the process 
is not only a psychological capacity but also associated with the long-term 
language knowledge of the learners (e.g. Ellis, 2001; Scott, 1994; Speciale, Ellis, 
& Bywater, 2004). In addition, for both native and non-native speakers, the 
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length of the sentence negatively correlates with the extent it can be accurately 
repeated (Bley-Vroman & Chaudron, 1994). In accordance with the above, in 
the TEM4-Oral retelling task, it is hypothesised that candidates who are able to 
retell longer and more accurate stretches of language from the source story are 
of higher language proficiency. 
 
2.2.3 Studies on the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
Three studies to date have discussed test-taker discourse in the TEM4-
Oral retelling task. Coming from different perspectives, their findings can all be 
seen as reflecting the nature of the task. The most obvious reflection of the task 
instructions is Qin (2012), which looked into note-taking strategies of the 
candidates when they were completing the retelling task. Qin (2012) believes 
that appropriate note-taking strategies can effectively raise scores since it 
supplements short-term memory of the story content and aids production. Using 
the original source story of the TEM4-Oral retelling task in 2007, he 
administered a practice test on 65 second-year undergraduate English major 
students at a university in Southern China and collected 62 pieces of scribble 
paper containing students’ notes while they listened to the source story. His 
major findings characterised the notes as containing dramatically fewer words 
compared to the source story (average word count of notes constituted 27.7% of 
the total number of words in the source story), almost no abbreviations or 
symbols (4.2% and 3.7% of total word count in notes respectively), and 
relatively less usage of the first language (Chinese; used in 10 notes among the 
62). Taken together, these findings provide a sketch of the note-taking as a fast-
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paced, almost dictation-like process in which candidates concentrate on getting 
the source content down instead of comprehending or processing it. But as 
evident from the word count of the notes in relation to the source story, it is a 
challenging task to write down the story content even in the form of dictation. 
With regards to noting down exact language in the source story, Wang 
and Chen (2016) analysed formulaic sequences produced in 42 retelling 
performances in TEM4-Oral, 2009.10 They found that candidates used very few 
formulaic sequences from the source story. 11  In particular, no formulaic 
sequence in the source story was produced by more than half of the candidates. 
When candidates were not producing the formulaic sequences verbatim, they 
rephrased them into simpler multi-word chunks or expressed their approximate 
meaning using other forms of language. Interview responses from those 
candidates revealed that they found it hard to note down exact sequences in the 
source story although they had attempted to do so. They resorted to rephrasing 
the formulaic sequences because the marking criteria focused on the content 
conveyed and not exact sequences in the source story. Wang and Chen’s study 
(2016) further explained the difficulty of note-taking under the task conditions. 
Moreover, it brought into view the focus of content replication in the marking 
criteria and how it could influence performance. 
Li (2010), as a rater of the 2009 administration of TEM4-Oral, 
summarised the issues in test-taker discourse she had seen during the rating 
process. Specifically, she addressed the retelling of content in the source story. 
                                                
10 A less detailed account is published in Chinese as Wang and Chen (2013). 
11 According to Wang and Chen (2016), 40 formulaic sequences in the source story were 
identified according to the definition in Wray (2002, p. 9) and finalised considering their 
feasibility to be analysed in corpus software.  
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She pointed out two common issues in candidates’ retellings: missing important 
content, and improvisation of content that did not exist in the source story. She 
attributed these issues to candidates’ inadequate command of the gist of the story 
and the relationship between the characters. Apart from this, she also touched 
upon the misuse of single words, such as gendered pronouns and tense markers, 
as a feature of unsuccessful retellings. 
These three studies have looked into a range of discourse features in the 
retelling performances of the candidates, from single words to multi-word 
sequences and segments of content encompassing longer stretches of language. 
Across all these features, an effect of the nature of the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
is clearly seen: the instructions, source material and marking criteria have shaped 
test-taker discourse in terms of what is and is not included. None of these studies, 
however, has considered the factor directly influencing test-taker discourse, 
namely the language proficiency of the test-takers themselves. It can be 
suspected from the discussions above that test-takers of higher and lower 
proficiency will differ in their accuracy of single words, their ability to produce 
exact sequences and retain content from the source story. How proficiency 
interacts with discourse features under the unique conditions of the TEM4-Oral 
retelling task remains to be investigated. 
Validation research on the TEM4-Oral speaking test has been scarce, and 
no validation studies to date have focused exclusively on the retelling task. 
Combining interviews, stimulated recalls and a checklist of language abilities, 
Duan (2011) found a range of language competences that were believed to be 
assessed in TEM4-Oral by 20 test-takers, most of which she claimed to be 
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relevant to the construct of TEM4-Oral. However, the language competencies 
identified were mainly based on the checklist generated by the researcher. In 
addition, the language competences intended to be assessed by TEM4-Oral were 
derived from segments of the marking criteria which are open to interpretation. 
Wang (2007) looked separately at the second task of TEM4-Oral 
(Talking on a given topic). She conducted stimulated recalls with 24 raters. 
Findings suggested that despite a good coverage of the abilities in the marking 
criteria, what individual raters focused on differed depending on their experience 
in teaching and rating and also their research interests. From this, she put forward 
suggestions for rater training. 
A more encompassing validation study of TEM4-Oral was carried out by 
two of the test developers. Wen and Wang (2009) investigated the content 
appropriateness of the test, the relationship between the three tasks, and the 
relationship between students’ scores in TEM4 compared to the TEM4-Oral 
speaking test. They found a very weak correlation between the scores of TEM4 
and TEM4-Oral. As for the relationship between the TEM4-Oral tasks in terms 
of the language abilities they assess, Task 1 (Retelling a story) was found to be 
not as closely linked as were the other two tasks (Task 2 – Talking on a given 
topic and Task 3 – Role-playing). Finally, the authors addressed the content 
appropriateness of the test in relation to the Teaching Syllabus, but aside from a 
display of the language requirements in the Teaching Syllabus and the marking 
criteria of TEM4-Oral, no in-depth discussion was given. 
In short, although validation studies of TEM4-Oral have touched upon a 
number of issues, they tend to lack rigour and comprehensiveness. Findings of 
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those studies await further investigation; at the same time, the validity of the 
retelling task deserves more attention. 
 
2.3 Validity and validating the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
The review of literature thus far has outlined the uniqueness of the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task and the need for validation research on the task. The 
unique characteristics of task instructions and requirements distinguish the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task from most other tasks studied. It is therefore important 
to find out what the TEM4-Oral retelling task is measuring in terms of candidates’ 
language and whether it has been reliably implemented. A decision was made to 
investigate test-taker performance, since the audio recordings and transcripts of 
candidates’ responses in the retelling task of four administrations of TEM4-Oral 
are available in a learner corpus (a description of the corpus will be provided in 
detail in Chapter 3, Section 3.1). This section discusses aspects of validity 
literature relevant to the validation of the TEM4-Oral retelling task. It 
demonstrates how the evidence collected from an analysis of test-taker 
performance can contribute to the validity argument of the TEM4-Oral retelling 
task. 
 
2.3.1 Approaches to validation 
Test validation, i.e. making arguments about the validity of the test 
(Chapelle, 2012), is of great relevance to both test designers and test users, since 
its purpose is ‘to ensure the defensibility and fairness of interpretations based on 
test performance’ (McNamara, 2000, p. 48). Although test validation has a clear 
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purpose, it has been regarded as a difficult task in practice. To start with, defining 
validity is a continuous effort, and conceptions of validity and approaches to 
validation have shifted along with the development of theories of language use 
and educational measurement (Chapelle, 2012). 
Earlier works (e.g. Heaton, 1975; Oller, 1979) perceived validity as 
comprising multiple types (e.g. content validity, construct validity), and a 
guideline for achieving validity was formulated as corresponding to each type of 
validity (Lado, 1961, p. 328-329). It was not until late 1970s that the unitary 
view of validity began to be widely accepted (Kane, 2001). This view holds that 
construct validity as central to validity includes all kinds of validity evidence 
(e.g. Anastasi, 1986; Messick, 1975, 1980). According to Messick (1989), 
construct validity is defined as ‘an overall evaluative judgment of the degree to 
which evidence and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and 
appropriateness of interpretations and actions based on test scores’ (p. 13). In 
explaining the significance of this definition, Bachman (1990, p. 237) 
emphasised the presence of all types of validity evidence for establishing a 
validity argument and stressed the importance of social consequences in the 
overall validity argument of a test. While Messick’s (1989) conception of 
validity introduced important components for consideration, it also brought 
about difficulties in the validation process. For practitioners, collecting evidence 
encompassing such a broad scope was often considered too complex to be 
feasible (Kane, 2006; Shepard, 1993, 2016).  
From the 1990s onwards, a number of interpretations of validity have 
been made in an attempt to bridge the gap between theory and practice in test 
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validation. Among them, Kane’s (2006) work which was included in the 4th 
edition of Educational Measurement (Brennan, 2006) builds on Messick’s (1989) 
concept of construct validity in the previous volume by providing an operational 
framework for constructing a validity argument (Kane, 2013a). Kane (2006) 
proposes two kinds of argument involved in the validation process: the 
interpretative argument, which ‘lay[s] out the network of inferences and 
assumptions leading from the observed performances to the conclusions and 
decisions based on performances’ (p. 23), followed by the validation argument, 
which evaluates the coherence of the interpretative argument and thus the overall 
validity of the test. As is suggested, this framework sees the validity argument 
as construed by a chain of inferences starting from the observed performance in 
the test to real-life language ability in the target domain. Each of these inferences 
depends on a number of assumptions which in turn need to be supported by 
evidence.  
Chapelle, Enright, and Jamieson (2010), through an effort to 
operationalise validity theory for the validation of Test of English as a Foreign 
Language (TOEFL), identified four main advantages of the argument-based 
approach over previously proposed approaches to validation. In particular, they 
pointed out that the argument-based approach was able to serve as a guideline 
for the amount and kinds of assumptions needed in order to generate a good 
validation argument. Furthermore, it places the construct of the test in a chain of 
inferences which form the overall structure of the validity argument. This avoids 
the problem caused by having to start from a complex construct in other 
approaches to validation. 
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These two characteristics of the argument-based approach prove it a 
suitable framework for validating the retelling task of TEM4-Oral. For the 
purposes of this study, evidence supporting individual inferences and their 
assumptions will be collected. The structure of an argument-based validation 
process will be revealing about where a particular kind of evidence resides in the 
validity argument. From this, it will be clear what role each kind of evidence 
plays and what other kinds of evidence are missing from the validity argument. 
Moreover, since the intended construct of the retelling task is not entirely clear 
given what is publicly available, other approaches to validation which rely on 
construct as a starting point would be difficult to carry out. An argument-based 
validation exercise enables the investigation of the validity of the TEM4-Oral 
retelling task through filling other kinds of supporting evidence. At the same 
time, it does not neglect the importance of construct in the overall validity 
argument. 
 
2.3.2 Validity evidence of the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
The interpretative argument as proposed by Kane (1992, 2006, 2012, 
2013a) and Kane, Crooks, and Cohen (1999) lays out inferences and 
assumptions associated with the ‘proposed interpretations and uses of test scores’ 
(Kane, 2012, p. 35). This framework has been adopted by test validation studies 
and has developed over time. Figure 1 presents the chain of inferences of the 
interpretative argument.12 In Figure 1, each arrow represents an inference from 
                                                
12 It should be noted that the explanation inference are not always distinguished from the 
extrapolation inference and is sometimes discussed as ‘theory-based inferences’ (e.g. Kane, 
1992, 2013a) or ‘trait hypotheses’ (Kane, 2013b).  
 33 
one domain to another. As can be seen, the interpretation of validity evidence 
starts from candidates’ performance and scores in one test administration and 
extends to the consistency of scores received across test versions and further to 
real-life language abilities and decisions made based on test scores. Warrants 
and assumptions underlie each kind of inference, which require backing from 
the test. Only when sufficient backing is provided is an inference supported 
(Kane, 2013a).  
Although Kane’s model provides a starting point in validating the 
retelling task of TEM4-Oral, where analyses of test-taker performance fit as 
Figure 1. Inferences of the interpretative argument  
Adapted from Kane (1992); Kane, Crooks and Cohen (1999) 
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backing evidence in the validity argument is not clearly seen. To address the 
difficulty of establishing validity arguments using evidence from the rating 
process, Knoch and Chapelle (2017) developed a set of warrants and 
assumptions related to aspects of rating. Incorporating a range of language 
testing studies on rating processes and validity, they claimed that evidence from 
the rating process encompasses a wide range of inferences in the interpretative 
argument. Knoch and Chapelle’s (2017) framework is different from the 
majority of previous versions in that it adds a consequence inference after the 
decision inference. It also treats explanation and extrapolation as separate and 
distinct inferences and provides detailed sources for backing for each. 
For the retelling task of TEM4-Oral, the kinds of evidence generated 
from an analysis of test-taker performance across scoring levels can be seen as 
relevant to two of the inferences in Knoch and Chapelle’s (2017) framework. 
Since the discourse analysis is carried out on candidates’ retellings across four 
task versions, the nature of the investigation involves both test scores in a single 
administration and universe scores across task versions. This reflects the 
generalisation inference in the interpretative argument. The warrant, 
assumptions and sources for backing for the generalisation inference is presented 
in Table 4. 
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Table 4 
The Generalisation Inference and Associated Warrant, Assumptions and 
Sources for Backing 
(Knoch & Chapelle, 2017, p. 12) 
Generalization inference: Observed scores are estimates of expected scores 
over the relevant parallel versions of tasks and test forms and across raters. 
Warrant Assumptions Sources for backing 
Different raters assign 
the same ratings to 
responses. 
1. Raters rate 
consistently at the 
whole test level.  
Statistical analysis 
indicating rater 
consistency at whole test 
level (e.g., using 
techniques such as 
reliability analysis in 
CTT, mean square 
statistics in many-facet 
Rasch analysis or G-
theory)  
 2. The number of raters 
is sufficient to arrive at 
a reliable score.  
 
Statistical analysis using 
G-theory indicating 
number of raters 
employed to rate is 
sufficient 
 3. No construct-
irrelevant variance is 
introduced into the test 
scores in the rating 
process owing to exam 
conditions, 
administration 
conditions for the rating 
or security issues of the 
rating process.  
Statistical analysis of 
rating results in case 
rating conditions varied 
(e.g., many-facet Rasch 
analysis); regular 
observation of rating 
process/conditions to 
ensure the rating process 
is not influenced by 
rating conditions  
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 4. Procedures are in 
place for systematically 
resolving rating 
discrepancies.  
Review of methods of 
score resolution in test 
documentation  
 
According to Knoch and Chapelle (2017), ‘[t]he generalization inference 
is justified if observed scores are shown to be estimates of expected scores over 
the relevant parallel versions of tasks and test forms and across raters’ (p. 11). 
In this sense, an analysis of higher- and lower-ranked retelling performances 
across four task versions contributes to the generalisation inference by showing 
whether candidates of different proficiency levels were distinguished 
consistently across years. However, without a statistical analysis, findings from 
the discourse analysis cannot serve as direct evidence of the consistency of 
scoring as shown in Table 4. Nevertheless, they will indicate issues in the scoring 
process of the retelling task. 
Aside from a suggestion on the generalisability of the task, most results 
from the analysis of test-taker discourse will fall into the explanation inference, 
where the analysis of features of candidates’ discourse is specified as backing 
for one of the warrants. Table 5 includes the warrants, assumptions and sources 
for backing of the explanation inference: 
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Table 5 
The Explanation Inference and Associated Warrants, Assumptions and Sources 
for Backing 
(Knoch & Chapelle, 2017, p. 13) 
Explanation inference: Expected scores are attributed to a construct of 
language proficiency.  
Warrants  Assumptions Sources for backing 
A. The rating criteria 
are based on a clearly 
defined construct.  
 
1. The rating scale is 
based on a defensible 
theoretical or 
pedagogical model of 
proficiency and/or 
development. 
Expert review of scale 
content; review of test 
development 
documentation  
 
 2. Rating scale criteria 
and descriptors cover 
the construct (i.e., no 
construct-irrelevance or 
under-representation).  
Expert review ofscale 
content andtest 
development 
documentation; 
interviews with raters or 
other experts  
 3. Raters’ cognitive 
processes are consistent 
with the theoretical 
model of proficiency 
and/or development.  
Raters’ verbal protocols 
show that raters draw 
on the key aspects 
underlying the 
theoretical model of 
proficiency and/or 
development  
B. The descriptorsin 
the rating scale, which 
is reflectiveof the 
theoretical construct, 
are identifiable in the 
4. Test takers’ discourse 
is reflective of the 
descriptions of 
performance in the 
rating rubric.  
Discourse analysis of 
candidate discourse  
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candidates’ discourse 
in the response.  
 5. Relevant features of 
candidates’ discourse 
differentiate between 
scoring levels.  
Quantitative analysis of 
candidate discourse 
features across score 
levels  
 
The analysis of candidate retellings at different scoring levels 
corresponds to the sources for backing under Warrant B in Table 5. Such an 
analysis will be able to account for whether features of test-taker discourse 
reflect the marking criteria and whether candidates of different scoring levels 
differ in the discourse features they produce in the retelling. Regarding these 
aspects, a number of discourse studies have been carried out on test-taker 
performances for other task types. In order to find out the link between scale 
descriptors and performance in an integrated summary task, Frost, Elder, and 
Wigglesworth (2012) analysed candidates’ summaries in relation to the focus of 
scale descriptors, i.e. the number and accuracy of key points included from the 
source text. They found that both features were effectively distinguishing high- 
and low-performing candidates, therefore justifying the appropriateness of the 
rating scale. Similarly, in an integrated reading-to-write task, Gebril and Plakans 
(2013) identified features distinguishing higher- and lower-level candidates 
ranging from lexical sophistication to indirect source use. Test-taker discourse 
between scoring levels has also been analysed extensively in TOEFL research 
reports (Cumming et al., 2006; Knoch, Macqueen, & O’Hagan, 2014). In these 
studies, the construct of the task was derived from the discourse features 
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identified as differentiating between scoring levels, which was then used for task 
validation and the development of the marking criteria. 
Discourse features of test-taker performance are important in examining 
the operationality of the rating scale. Fulfilling Warrant B, however, is 
inadequate to support the explanation inference, which explores the relationship 
between scoring and the construct of the test/task. As evident from Table 5, 
Warrant A prescribes that the construct which the rating criteria are based on 
should be clearly defined. This can be supported by analysing test development 
documentation and specifics of the rating process, both of which are absent from 
the available information on the TEM4-Oral retelling task. Moreover, in Warrant 
B, addressing the correspondence between test-taker discourse and descriptions 
of the marking criteria presupposes that the marking criteria are representative 
of the task construct. This is difficult to ascertain for the TEM4-Oral retelling 
task, since its construct is underspecified and its marking criteria are general and 
vague in nature.  
Despite the fact that a clearly defined intended construct of the TEM4-
Oral retelling task is not discernible in the associated Teaching Syllabus, some 
indication of what the task is intended to measure can be derived from the 
descriptors of the marking criteria. As previously discussed (Section 2.1.5), the 
marking criteria of the TEM4-Oral retelling task have a focus on the amount and 
accuracy of content from the source story that candidates produce in their 
retellings. This indicates that the ability to capture content from a narrative and 
subsequently reproduce it is likely to be what the task assesses. An analysis of 
the retelling performances will be able to explore whether and what kinds of 
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discourse features related to the content of the source story differentiate between 
higher- and lower-ranked candidates, which then suggests the language abilities 
measured in the task. In this respect, the discourse analysis of test-taker 
performance across scoring levels holds an important place in the explanation 
inference, but to make a coherent validity argument, further information 
concerning the intended construct of the task needs to be collected. 
 
2.4 Research questions 
This chapter draws upon three strands of literature: background 
information of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, the nature of the task and how an 
analysis of test-taker performance can fit into a validity argument of the task. It 
is apparent that the TEM4-Oral retelling task provides a unique type of retelling. 
Its task instructions, marking criteria and the way the source stories are read all 
contribute to the assumption of a focus on content and constraints on the degree 
to which content can be manipulated in test-taker performance. Although 
existing studies have pointed out a number of discourse features in candidates’ 
performances in the TEM4-Oral retelling task, the link between discourse 
features and the scoring levels of the candidates has not been established. It is 
therefore of interest of this study to look into the relationship between test-taker 
discourse and the scoring levels in the TEM4-Oral retelling task.  
Considering the place of test-taker performance in the validity argument, 
a discourse analysis of the retelling performances will be able to show whether 
candidates’ discourse features differ across scoring levels and whether these 
features correspond to the descriptions in the marking criteria. By analysing test-
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taker performances across multiple administrations of the test task, implications 
can also be drawn on whether candidates of different proficiency levels are 
distinguished consistently across task versions. Thus, this study seeks to 
understand the following two questions: 
 
1. What is the relationship between test-taker performance and scoring of the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task? 
a) Do discourse features of test-taker performance differ between 
scoring levels? 
b) Do these discourse features reflect the marking criteria? 
2. Does the TEM4-Oral retelling task distinguish the proficiency levels of the 
candidates consistently across task versions? 
 
The next chapter will move on to a justification of the discourse features 
selected and a description of the analytic methods adopted in analysing test-taker 
discourse of the TEM4-Oral retelling task. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 
3.1 A description of the SECCL 2.0 corpus 
Test-taker performances in the TEM4-Oral retelling task were extracted 
from the Spoken English Corpus of Chinese Learners (version 2.0) (SECCL 2.0). 
SECCL 2.0 is a subcorpus of the Spoken and Written English Corpus of Chinese 
Learners (version 2.0) (SWECCL 2.0) (Wen et al., 2008), which is compiled by 
college English teachers and researchers across China under the instructions of 
Ministry of Education. The purpose of SWECCL 2.0 is to promote corpus-based 
research on learner English in China. SWECCL 2.0 is based on speaking test 
performances (TEM4-Oral and TEM8-Oral) and written works (student essays) 
of undergraduate English major students across China. SWECCL 2.0 is not an 
online corpus and can only be purchased as a physical copy, which includes a 
book with a description of the corpus and a CD-ROM containing corpus data.  
SECCL 2.0 consists of recordings (.mp3 files) and transcripts (.txt files) 
of randomly selected test-taker performances from the 2003-2006 
administrations of TEM4-Oral. Compared to the earlier version (SECCL 1.0; 
Wen, Wang, & Liang, 2005) which includes test-taker performances in TEM4-
Oral in 1999-2002, SECCL 2.0 claims to contain more detailed transcriptions 
and better organised data files (Wen et al., 2008). For the retelling task, SECCL 
2.0 includes performances of the four ranks (Rank 1 – Fail; Rank 2 – Pass; Rank 
3 – Good; Rank 4 – Outstanding). The number of retellings of each rank in 
SECCL 2.0 is shown in Table 6. 
 
 43 
Table 6 
Number of Retellings of Each Rank in SECCL 2.0 
 Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3 Rank 4 Total 
2003 39 104 15 3 161 
2004 37 67 15 1 120 
2005 65 91 12 0 168 
2006 76 101 5 1 183 
Total 217 363 47 5 632 
 
Table 7 
Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings in SECCL 2.0 
  Retellings Length of recordings (min) Tokens 
2003 Rank 1 39 117 8,806 
 Rank 2 104 312 27,854 
2004 Rank 1 37 111 9,501 
 Rank 2 67 201 19,597 
2005 Rank 1 43 129 12,844 
 Rank 2 72 216 23,030 
2006 Rank 1 76 228 20,570 
 Rank 2 101 303 31,932 
Total  539 1,617 154,134 
 
For the purposes of this study, the retellings produced by Rank 1 (Fail) 
and Rank 2 (Pass) candidates are selected, forming a subcorpus for analysis. The 
information of this subcorpus is summarised in Table 7. The choice of only 
including Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings is partly because the numbers of Rank 3 
and Rank 4 retellings in the corpus are too small to generate reliable quantitative 
corpus analysis. Moreover, although TEM4-Oral is not compulsory for English 
major students, a pass certificate of the test will make students identifiable in the 
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job market as a competent speaker of English and increase their employability 
(Jin & Fan, 2011). In this respect, investigating the differences between the 
performances categorised as ‘Pass’ (Rank 1) and ‘Fail’ (Rank 2) has important 
implications for the validity of the test (Yu & Jin, 2014). 
 
3.2 Selection of discourse-analytic measures 
The selection of discourse features for analysis is mainly based on the 
descriptions of Rank 1 and Rank 2 performances in the marking criteria of the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task. According to Knoch and Chapelle (2017), the 
explanation inference in the validity argument requires evidence that the rating 
scale descriptors are identifiable in test-taker discourse. Since the marking 
criteria of the TEM4-Oral retelling task focus almost exclusively on ‘content’ 
(see Table 2), it is worth investigating whether discourse features related to the 
content of the source story differ between Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings. Thus, 
discourse-analytic measures were selected on this basis, along with two other 
considerations: 
1) Discourse features touched upon in existing studies of the TEM4-Oral 
retelling task should be prioritised. Although existing discourse studies 
(Li, 2010; Wang & Chen, 2016) have not examined discourse features of 
the candidates in relation to their scoring levels, they have nevertheless 
suggested features of discourse which could distinguish between higher- 
and lower-ranked performances (see discussions in Chapter 2, Section 
2.2.3). These discourse features are expected to show differences in 
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performances between scoring levels and therefore need to be further 
investigated; 
2) Discourse features should be either feasible for analysis in corpus 
software or able to be reliably coded.  
Based on the criteria above, pilot analyses were carried out on a number 
of discourse features. It was found that features of test-taker discourse at three 
lengths fit the above requirements and were indicative of candidates’ use of 
content from the source story. These three features include frequently used single 
words, frequently used multi-word sequences and longer stretches of language 
containing source content. For frequently occurring single words and multi-word 
sequences, keyness analysis and n-gram analysis in corpus software were used 
respectively. Longer segments of language were manually coded into idea units. 
The analytic processes are elaborated below. 
 
3.3 Keyness analysis 
Keyness refers to the analysis of significantly frequently occurring single 
words in one corpus against another. For analysing frequently occurring words 
in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings, the Keyword List Tool in the corpus analysis 
software AntConc 3.4.4 (Anthony, 2016) was used to generate keywords and 
their keyness scores. According to Anthony (2004, p. 10), the Keyword List Tool 
indicates ‘how important a word is in a corpus’ by locating words that appear 
unusually frequently in a corpus as opposed to in a reference corpus. In other 
words, the keyness analysis finds words (i.e. keywords) with statistically 
significant frequencies (Bondi, 2010). For the purpose of this analysis, 
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individual corpora containing transcripts of Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings 
respectively were compiled for each year. These corpora served as the sources 
from which keywords were to be generated. The reference corpus of each year 
consisted of combined transcripts of all Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings. In this 
case, calculating keywords in a source corpus against its reference corpus 
revealed words used significantly frequently by Rank 1 and Rank 2 candidates 
in their retellings. 
As has been pointed out, the identification of statistically significant 
words in a corpus should not be considered a complete analysis, but it may 
suggest possible points of interest and explanation (Bondi & Scott, 2010). 
Extending from the keywords to the structural or semantic units they reside in 
provides elaborations of their significance in the corpus (Gerbig, 2010). 
Therefore, after the keywords of Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings were identified, a 
further analysis was carried out to understand how those keywords were used by 
the candidates in their retellings. This involved looking quantitatively at 
collocations and concordance lines or qualitative explorations of relevant 
retelling excerpts. Visualisations of collocation networks were generated using 
the GraphColl function in the corpus analysis software LancsBox (Brezina, 
McEnery, & Wattam, 2015). Concordance lines were accessed in AntConc 3.4.4 
(Anthony, 2016). 
 
3.4 N-gram analysis 
The N-grams function in the software AntConc 3.4.4 (Anthony, 2016) 
was used to extract multi-word strings that frequently occurred in Rank 1 and 
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Rank 2 retellings each year. A decision was made to extract 3-, 4-, 5- and 6-word 
strings, since 2-word strings were hardly unique in each of the source stories, 
and any string longer than 6 words was infrequent in the retellings of both ranks.  
After frequently occurring multi-word strings were identified in the 
retellings of both ranks, verbatim strings from the source stories were manually 
extracted. In accordance with previous literature on verbatim source use (e.g. 
Cumming et al., 2005; Plakans & Gebril, 2012), verbatim strings in candidates’ 
retellings were defined as exact sequences of words directly copied from the 
source stories. Two extraction processes were carried out on the multi-word 
strings. The first included any possible verbatim string regardless of its 
meaningfulness or punctuation in the source stories. The second included only 
meaningful strings, i.e. those that were full in meaning and were not interrupted 
by punctuation. Examples of each category in relation to the source story of 2006 
is shown in Excerpt 1: 
 
Excerpt 1. Selection of possible and meaningful verbatim strings  
Source story (2006): When class began, wordlessly he picked up an empty glass 
jar… 
Examples of possible strings: when class began, class began wordlessly, began 
wordlessly he 
Examples of meaningful strings: when class began, an empty glass jar 
 
In both kinds of selection, if a shorter string was contained in a longer 
string (e.g. glass jar being contained in an empty glass jar), both strings were 
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counted. This was to minimise the influence of the lengths of meaningful strings 
in the source stories on the analysis. 
After verbatim strings in the retellings had been identified, frequency 
cut-off points were introduced to ensure the comparability of the number of 
verbatim strings between the ranks. Since for each year, a range of verbatim 
strings had been identified and each retelling contained only a proportion of 
those strings, it was reasonable to presume that most strings will be produced by 
relatively small portions of the population. In addition, previous procedures had 
shown that the longer the verbatim strings, the less likely they were produced by 
the candidates. Considering the above, verbatim strings fulfilling the following 
criteria in each rank were included in the analysis:  
 3-word strings that appeared in at least 25% of the retellings; 
 4-word strings that appeared in at least 20% of the retellings; 
 5-word strings that appeared in at least 15% of the retellings; 
 6-word strings that appeared in at least 10% of the retellings. 
Based on the selection criteria of the possible/meaningful strings and the 
cut-off frequencies, the numbers of 3-, 4-, 5- and 6-word verbatim strings 
produced by Rank 1 and Rank 2 candidates each year were calculated. 
 
3.5 Idea unit analysis 
Aside from the analysis of single words and multi-word strings detailed 
above, longer stretches of language in the retellings were manually coded into 
idea units. The analysis of idea units looks at candidates’ production of content 
more comprehensively. It serves to understand the amount of content included 
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in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings and how those segments of content correspond 
to the content of the source story. The sections below describe the process of 
generating identification criteria of idea units and categorising idea units in 
candidates’ retellings in relation to the content of the source story. 
 
3.5.1 Identification criteria of idea units 
The idea unit has been defined as ‘the minimal segment of language that 
is planned and produced by the speaker at any one time’ (Danielewicz, 1984, p. 
246). As implied, an idea unit represents a presumed minimal unit of information 
in the speaker’s mind. When produced, idea units can be identified and 
segmented according to their accompanying intonation contours, syntactic 
structures, and the different semantic content they contain (Foster, Tonkyn, & 
Wigglesworth, 2000). While the production of idea units depends intrinsically 
on the psychological reality of the speaker (Kroll, 1977), the identification of 
them can be done through an analysis of the surface form of the utterance.  
The idea unit as an analytic unit have been adopted extensively, but its 
identification criteria vary according to the different purposes of relevant studies 
(e.g. Frost et al., 2012; Meyer & McConkie, 1973). In order to tailor to the nature 
of the TEM4-Oral retelling task and effectively capture the amount of content in 
the source stories and the retellings, the identification criteria of idea units 
incorporated existing syntactic and prosodic criteria and made revisions on them 
to better account for second-language spoken data. Since the retellings were 
produced by second language learners, they contain abundant syntactically 
incomplete utterances. Therefore, they cannot be analysed by definition of pure 
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syntactic units, such as the T-unit (Foster et al., 2000; Hunt, 1965, 1966, 1970). 
The combination of syntactic and prosodic criteria makes idea units suitable for 
segmenting second-language spoken data. Moreover, it has been suspected that 
intonation is associated with the psycholinguistic process of information 
production (Crookes, 1990). Due to the nature of the task, test-takers obtain 
content of the story entirely through listening. Therefore, the way the stories are 
read, including stress, intonation and pausing, directly influences how content is 
perceived and processed by the test-takers. Accordingly, the incorporation of 
prosodic features in the identification criteria of idea units reflects how 
information is broken down and transmitted in the context of the retelling task.  
In the compilation of existing criteria, syntactic criteria were partially 
adopted from Kroll (1977). According to Kroll (1977), idea units mostly referred 
to a subject and verb construction with any attached subordinate clauses. For 
prosodic features, those outlined in Chafe (1980, 1985) were selectively adopted. 
While pauses and intonation contours were included as markers of segmentation, 
the length of time to utter each idea unit (Chafe, 1985) was not included, since 
it was thought to vary in second language speech. In addition, as a general rule 
of idea unit identification, the final judgement should rely on prosodic features, 
since test-takers only listened to the stories (for the full identification criteria, 
see Appendix D). 
After the identification criteria in existing literature had been 
incorporated, a pilot coding of idea units was conducted on the source stories of 
2005 and 2006 and two other candidates’ retellings with the involvement of a 
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second coder. During this process, the two coders negotiated on any additional 
identification criteria that needed to be included. 
For syntactic criteria, as an addition to Kroll (1977), language segments 
separated by coordinators (e.g. and, or, but) were each counted as a single idea 
unit (see rule 2e in Appendix D). An example segmentation according to this 
rule is shown in Excerpt 2: 
 
Excerpt 2. Idea unit segmentation according to coordinators (retelling, 2005) 
…	en	but	she	didn't	give	up	|	and	she	made	up	his	mind	to	live	with	him.	
 
In Excerpt 2, the utterance consists of two idea units, separated by the 
coordinator and. As can be seen, and connects two parallel sentences containing 
different information. Thus, as with segments separated by other coordinators, 
they were coded as two separate idea units. 
Besides the additional syntactic criteria, most of the additional rules 
emerged from the pilot coding process concerned prosody, since the appearances 
of prosodic features in the audio recordings were not always aligned with 
information boundaries. Excerpt 3 shows an example of this in the source story 
of 2005: 
 
Excerpt 3. Falling intonation as inadequate criterion (source story, 2005) 
… a meeting was held in the town hall↓ | to determine↓ (.) | who would take the 
child↓ into their home↓ (.) | and bring her up. 
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As can be seen in Excerpt 3, the word ‘child’ was read with a falling 
intonation. Semantically speaking, however, ‘take a child’ is incomplete without 
the following phrase ‘into their home’. Concluding from this, an additional rule 
was composed for the prosodic criteria, emphasising the inadequacy of a single 
intonational feature and the importance of co-occurrence of prosodic and 
semantic cues for segmentation (see rule 3a, Appendix D). 
Another prosody-related issue arose from the coding of the source story 
of 2006, shown in Excerpt 4: 
 
Excerpt 4. Falling intonation and stress as emphasis (source story, 2006) 
He then asked the students again↓ if the jar was full. 
 
The utterance shown in Excerpt 4 consists of one idea unit. According to 
semantic and prosodic cues, an idea unit boundary should be placed after the 
word ‘again’. However, considering the overall structure of the story and that 
the falling intonation was accompanied by a stressed syllable, the prosodic 
features of ‘again’ more likely indicated an emphasis rather than a marker of an 
information boundary. Therefore, an additional rule about falling intonation in 
emphasised words was added into the identification criteria (see rule 3b, 
Appendix D). 
At the end of the pilot coding process, the two coders reached complete 
agreement on the coding of the two source stories and the two candidates’ 
retellings, and the identification criteria of idea units were finalised.  
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3.5.2 Content coding of idea units 
In order to look into the retold content candidates produced, a second 
layer of coding was carried out which assigned categories to the idea units in the 
retellings in terms of how they correspond to the source content. 
The generation of categories for the idea units was based on models of 
text comprehension and observations from the retellings. Kintsch and van Dijk 
(1978) proposed three sets of mental processes involved in the comprehension 
and production of summary protocols: first, the meaning of the text is 
comprehended and organised into a coherent whole; second, the full meaning of 
the text is condensed into its gist; third, new texts are generated from the 
previous two processes and produced. In the last process, memory of the source 
text and the speaker’s background knowledge interact in the construction of new 
texts (Frost et al., 2012). For summary tasks which this comprehension model is 
based on, the three mental processes are seen as sequential with the production 
of a summary happening at the end of the third process. In the TEM4-Oral 
retelling task, however, since candidates are specifically instructed to ‘retell’ and 
not paraphrase or summarise, they are less likely to condense, synthesise or 
generalise the source content. This means the three processes are parallel in that 
the production of an idea unit can happen at the end of each process. This was 
supported during the pilot coding process, when it was found that the idea units 
in the retellings ranged from near replications of source story idea units (e.g. as 
Jane was expecting her first child, compared to the source story, just as Jane 
was joyfully expecting her first child) to bits of improvised content (e.g. the story 
is between mother and son). Idea units in the retellings were thus categorised 
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into three main kinds: (1) comprehension and replication of source content, (2) 
generalisation of source content and (3) construction and improvisation. 
The first two of the three categories were then each broken into two 
subcategories denoting correct and distorted productions accordingly. This 
decision is based on Johns and Mayes (1990), which argued that second 
language users may encounter breakdowns at any stage of the production process, 
leading to inaccurate representations of the source content. For replications and 
generalisations of source content, a breakdown could potentially result in 
distorted meaning. This contrasts with the construction and improvisation stage, 
in which the content produced involves background knowledge of the candidates 
and therefore deviates from the content of the source story. In this case, idea 
units produced cannot be determined of their correctness in relation to the source 
story. 
Regarding the second category, ‘generalisation of source content’, 
observations from retellings suggested that candidates tended to merge multiple 
idea units in the source story into one idea unit without much generalisation. 
Therefore, ‘replications of multiple idea units in the source story’ seems more 
appropriate as the definition of this category. 
Building on the above considerations, each idea unit in the retellings 
could be assigned one of the following categories (idea units of focus are 
underlined; for the complete codebook, see Appendix E): 
 
1. Correct replication of a single/partial idea unit 
Source story: Just as Jane was joyfully expecting her first child 
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Retelling:  Just	as	Jane	was	going	to	give	birth	to	her	first	child	
 
2. Distortion of single/partial idea unit 
Source story: At only fifty-five 
Retelling: And	at,	just,	er,	only	at	forty-five	years	old	
 
3. Correct replication of multiple idea units (condensation of multiple idea units 
in the source story into a single idea unit in the retelling) 
Source story: the fiercely independent and courageous mother had fought | she 
became totally disabled 
Retelling: her	independent	and	active	mother	was	totally	disabled 
 
4. Distortion of multiple idea units (condensation of multiple idea units in the 
source story into a single idea unit in the retelling, with the content distorted) 
Source story: For ten years, | the fiercely independent and courageous mother 
had fought, | but none of the surgeries or treatments | had been successful. | At 
only fifty-five, | she became totally disabled. 
Retelling: her	mother,	an	energy	an	energer	energetic	mom,	an	energec	woman	
was	lose	her	consciousness,	was	lose	her	consciousness.	
 
5. Construction/improvisation (generation of new information, related to source 
story content, but not corresponding to any of the idea units in the source story) 
Source story: Jane called home. | “Mom, listen. | My baby is coming! | You’re 
going to have a new grandchild. | Do you understand!” 
Retelling: She	told	her	mother,	|	“Mum,	my	baby	was	coming,	|	could	you	hear	me?”	
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6. Other (irrelevant to source story content) 
Source story: On February 3, 1989, | at about the same time Jane began to feel 
birth pains, | Mother opened her eyes. 
Retelling: On	February	the	third,	1989,	|	you	will	know	what	happened. 
 
The limitations of this coding procedure lie in two aspects. First, since 
the focus of this analysis is on content only, grammatical errors in the idea units 
do not count towards their categorisation. To illustrate, a retold idea unit such as 
her mother is being dead was considered the same as her mother was dying under 
the criteria of this coding. Although content is considered important in the 
marking criteria of this task, grammar is undoubtedly something raters would 
attend to. Another aspect this coding procedure excludes is the sequence of idea 
units in the retellings as opposed to in the source story. Since idea units were 
coded individually, the sequence in which they appeared was not accounted for 
in this analysis, though it might influence the overall structure of the retelling. 
Nevertheless, this additional layer of coding is revealing about the quality of the 
content produced by candidates of the two ranks in relation to the source story. 
 
3.5.3 Inter-coder reliability 
In addition to the source stories of the four years (2003-2006), 15 Rank 
1 retellings and 15 Rank 2 retellings in each year (a total of 120 retellings) were 
selected using simple random sampling and coded by a single coder. 
A second coder was involved in the coding process of 10% (12) of the 
total retellings selected. The 12 retellings consisted of equal numbers of 
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retellings from each rank and each year (3 retellings from each year, made up of 
1-2 retellings of each rank, constituting a total of 6 Rank 1 retellings and 6 Rank 
2 retellings). This was to ensure that inter-coder reliability was not skewed by 
different story content and candidates’ language proficiency (for a sample 
coding, see Appendix F). Inter-coder reliability calculated as percentage of 
agreement between raters is 91.85% for the identification of idea units and 81.23% 
for the coding of content on the idea units. 
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Chapter 4 Findings 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the analysis of discourse features 
of the retelling performances is broken into three areas: frequently occurring 
single words (keyness), frequently used multi-word sequences (n-grams) and 
longer stretches of language containing segments of content from the source 
story (idea units). Findings from these three discourse-analytic measures are 
presented below. 
 
4.1 Keyness 
The keyness analysis looked into single words that were used 
significantly more frequently by candidates of the two ranks across the retelling 
tasks of the four years. The sections below discuss how findings of the keyness 
analysis are different and similar between ranks and across task versions. 
 
4.1.1 Keyword lists 
The keyword lists of Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings in 2003-2006 are 
shown in Table 8-Table 11: 
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Table 8 
Keyword Lists of Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings, 2003 
Rank 1 Retellings Rank 2 Retellings 
Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword 
1 p < .0001 18.52 em - - - - 
2 p < .001 15.08 he     
3  14.94 can     
4 p < .01 8.40 day     
5  7.95 very     
6  7.67 my     
7  7.06 is     
8 p < .05 6.41 I     
9  5.92 story     
10  5.85 do     
11  5.49 have     
12  5.19 his     
13  5.18 bad     
14  4.95 something     
15  4.93 nothing     
16  4.49 living     
17  4.41 better     
17  4.41 grow     
19  4.26 don’t     
20  3.95 live     
21  3.84 almost     
21  3.84 babies     
21  3.84 beautiful     
21  3.84 hard     
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Table 9 
Keyword Lists of Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings, 2004 
Rank 1 Retellings Rank 2 Retellings 
Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword 
1 p < .0001 26.77 I 1 p < .05 5.64 her 
2  26.45 en     
3 p < .01 8.79 um     
4  8.45 want     
5  8.35 he     
6  6.77 didn’t     
7  6.68 learn     
8 p < .05 6.37 teacher     
9  5.32 peter     
10  5.26 for     
11  4.63 don’t     
12  4.14 everything     
13  4.13 boy     
14  3.97 these     
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Table 10 
Keyword Lists of Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings, 2005 
Rank 1 Retellings Rank 2 Retellings 
Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword 
1 p < .0001 32.27 er - - - - 
2  17.48 em     
3 p < .001 11.44 after     
4 p < .01 7.16 look     
5 p < .05 5.85 can     
6  5.52 this     
7  5.39 rescued     
8  4.90 so     
9  4.72 but     
10  4.51 he     
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Table 11 
Keyword Lists of Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings, 2006 
Rank 1 Retellings Rank 2 Retellings 
Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword Rank Level of 
Significance 
Keyness 
Score 
Keyword 
1 p < .0001 23.87 er 1 p < .01 10.73 jar 
2  22.66 ur 2 p < .05 6.11 pebbles 
3 p < .01 8.20 good 3  5.78 filled 
4  8.04 more 4  5.45 sand 
5  7.51 water 5  3.90 then 
6  7.47 we     
7  7.38 must     
8  7.20 very     
9 p < .05 5.73 what     
10  5.07 maybe     
11  5.03 can     
12  4.86 at     
13  4.71 so     
14  4.70 student     
15  4.40 family     
16  4.30 experiment     
17  4.23 told     
18  4.20 families     
19  4.03 did     
20  3.91 she     
20  3.91 desk     
  
 63 
Table 8-Table 11 show that across the four years, there are more 
keywords in Rank 1 retellings than in Rank 2 retellings. This suggests that more 
words were used significantly frequently in the retellings of Rank 1 candidates 
compared to their higher-ranked peers. This possibly indicates a higher amount 
of repetition or overuse of certain words in Rank 1 retellings. In addition, some 
of the keywords are shared across Rank 1 retellings of two or more years. These 
words include pronouns (e.g. he, his; shared across four years), hesitation 
markers (e.g. er, ur; shared across four years), can (shared in 2003, 2005 and 
2006) and I (shared in 2003 and 2004). 
On the other hand, differences in the keywords of the four years can also 
be seen. Among the most observable is the presence of more keywords in Rank 
2 retellings in 2006 compared to the other years. Of all keywords in Rank 2 
retellings, the highest-ranked two keywords in 2006 (jar and pebbles) also have 
higher keyness scores (10.73 and 6.11 respectively) than the keyword in 2004 
(her, keyness score = 5.64), the only other keyword in Rank 2 retellings across 
the four years. This shows that for the retelling task of 2006, there are more 
words that were used significantly more frequently by Rank 2 candidates 
compared to the other three years.  
The following sections provide further discussion regarding some 
notable aspects of the differences as well as similarities in keywords across the 
years. 
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4.1.2 Differences across years 
As has been mentioned, jar and pebbles are the two highest-ranked 
keywords in Rank 2 retellings in 2006, which means that they were used 
significantly more frequently by Rank 2 candidates compared to Rank 1 
candidates. The word jar is ranked highest among all five keywords in Rank 2 
retellings in 2006, with a keyness score of 10.73 significant at p < .01. It is 
followed by pebbles, which has a keyness score of 6.11 significant at p < .05. 
 
Table 12 
10 Most Frequent Words in the Source Story, 2006 
Rank Word Freq. in source story Freq. in COCA 
1 the 36 26,892,910 
2 your 15 883,614 
3 that 8 6,831,288 
4 and 7 14,268,108 
5 jar 7 5,597 
6 of 7 13,675,669 
7 things 7 294,308 
8 to 7 13,472,111 
9 a 6 12,040,614 
10 pebbles 6 1,286 
 
Besides their unusually high frequencies in Rank 2 retellings, the 
uniqueness of jar and pebbles also lies in their high frequencies in the source 
story. In the source story of 2006, which is about a professor performing an 
experiment in class and deriving from it a philosophy of life (see Appendix C 
for the source story), jar and pebbles served as the main vehicles of the metaphor. 
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Thus, understanding their meanings is essential to comprehending the whole 
story. Table 12 shows the 10 most frequent words in the source story of 2006 
and their frequencies in the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) 
(Davies, 2008). In Table 12, jar and pebbles are ranked 5th and 10th respectively. 
They are among the few content words on the list. In COCA, jar and pebbles 
appear dramatically less frequently than the rest of the eight words on the list. In 
fact, among the most frequent words in the source stories of the four years, jar 
and pebbles appear least frequently in COCA (see Appendix G for the 10 most 
frequent words in the source stories of 2003-2005 and their frequencies in 
COCA). This means that jar and pebbles, although frequently encountered by 
the candidates when they were listening to the source story, are likely to be the 
words they were least familiar with. 
Since Rank 1 candidates used both jar and pebbles significantly less in 
their retellings compared to Rank 2 candidates, an exploration of Rank 1 
retellings was carried out to locate instances where Rank 1 candidates failed to 
produce the words jar and pebbles in their retelling performances. Results show 
that Rank 1 candidates varied in their strategies when faced with the two less 
familiar words. Some of the candidates resolved to replacing the unfamiliar word 
with another word or expression to approximate its meaning. Two examples of 
this are shown in Excerpt 5: 
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Excerpt 5. Replacement of jar and pebbles in the retellings, 2006 
(1) Source story: A philosophy professor stood before his class and had some 
items in front of him. When class began, wordlessly he picked up a large empty 
glass jar and proceeded to fill it with rocks right to the top, … 
Rank 1 retelling: A,	a	philosopher	professor,	er,	take	a,	took	a	lot	of	items	in	front	
of	him	and	there	was	a	empty	cla-	glasses	in	front	of,	also	on	the	desk,	desk.	And,	
first,	he	put	rocks	into	the	tool,	into	the	eventure	glass,	er,	and,	...,	then	he	put	the	
pebble	into	the	gla,	glass,	bottle,	too.	
(2) Source story: The professor then picked up a box of pebbles and poured them 
into the jar. He shook the jar lightly. The pebbles, of course, rolled into the open 
spaces between the rocks. The students laughed. 
Rank 1 retelling: And	then	he	put	another	thing	in	it	and	they	asked...	them	again	
if	the...	the	jar	was	was	fulling	and	er	they	laugh. 
 
In Excerpt 5, the target words in the source story are in italics. Underlined 
words indicate what they were replaced with in the retellings. As can be seen, 
two Rank 1 candidates replaced jar and pebbles in their retellings respectively. 
In the first example, jar was replaced with glass and later bottle. This implies 
that the candidates’ knowledge of the meaning of jar was limited but adequate 
for her to find a roughly similar word to replace it. On the other hand, in the 
second example, the word pebbles was replaced with another thing, which 
suggests that the candidate seemed to have less knowledge of the word. 
Some other Rank 1 candidates attempted to produce the exact words, but 
ended up mispronouncing them. Two examples of this are shown in Excerpt 6: 
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Excerpt 6. Mispronunciation of jar and pebbles in the retellings, 2006 
(1) The	students	now	are	all...	take	it	as,	er,	full,	so	they	didn’t	said......	Er,	then	he	
put	some	pebbles...	are...	to	the	jor...	er...	because	it	was	very	small	now,	he	asked	
students	er	if	the	if	the	join	now,	is	this	action	was	the	full?	
(2) …the	 professor,	 er,	 talked,	 er,	 talked	 the	 truth	 to	 the	 students,	 er,	 the,	 the	
pepers	and	rocks	stands	for	the	family,	er,	your	partner	health,	and	your	children…	
 
In Excerpt 6, the mispronounced words in the retellings are underlined. 
Evidently, mispronunciation accompanies lack of comprehension of the source 
content, but the degree to which each candidate understood the story varies. In 
the first example, it is highly likely that the candidate did not understand the 
word jar, whereas in the second example, the candidate demonstrated some 
understanding of the word pebbles through the way she used it in her retelling, 
although she produced the incorrect pronunciation. 
The final type of response concerning jar and pebbles is to omit them 
from the retelling. Omissions were more likely to happen to pebbles than jar, 
possibly due to the fact that jar is more central in the metaphor compared to 
pebbles (see Meyer, 1975). Upon omission of a word, candidates’ retellings were 
often also likely to display a greater extent of incomprehension compared to the 
former two types of retellings. An example in which pebbles was omitted is 
shown in Excerpt 7: 
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Excerpt 7. Omission of pebbles in the retelling, 2006 
Source story: The professor then picked up a box of pebbles and poured them 
into the jar. He shook the jar lightly. The pebbles, of course, rolled into the open 
spaces between the rocks. The students laughed. 
Rank 1 retelling: …	he	took	up	a	large	glasses...	er...	er...	on	the...	on	the	desk	and...	
he	 wrote	 about...	 enter	 it	 in	 there...	 at	 school...	 and	was...	 it	 is	 very	 worth	 and	
emerged	between	the...	and	he...	he	put	his	finger	between	the	rocks	and	students	
laughed.	Er...	then	he	asked	the	students	again,	er...	what	is	it	then...	and	the...	it...	
it	is	laughter	and	the	students	said,	“Yes,	it	has.”	…	
	
The part of retelling in Excerpt 7 shows the candidate’s low level of 
comprehension, in that the retold content she produced is hard to map onto that 
of the source story. Throughout her retelling, the word pebbles was not 
mentioned, nor is the word jar. She also omitted sand, another key word in the 
metaphor of the story. 
Through this exploration of Rank 1 candidates’ use of jar and pebbles in 
their retellings, it is seen that some Rank 1 candidates replaced the word from 
the source story with vocabulary items they were more familiar with. Other 
candidates either attempted to produce the unfamiliar words, resulting in 
mispronunciation, or omitted the words from their retellings. In the latter two 
cases, a lack of comprehension of the source story is often observed.  
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4.1.3 Similarities across years 
4.1.3.1 Gendered pronouns (he/his and she/her) 
Across the four years, gendered pronouns (he, his, she, her) appear as 
keywords in the retellings of both ranks. Of the four pronouns, he appeared as a 
keyword in Rank 1 retellings in 2003 (p < .001), 2004 (p < .01) and 2005 (p 
< .05), while in 2006, she is among the keywords in Rank 1 retellings (p < .05). 
Additionally, in 2003, the possessive his is also on the keyword list of Rank 1 
retellings (p < .05). In 2004, her is the only keyword in Rank 2 retellings (p 
< .05), as opposed to he (p < .01) in Rank 1 retellings. 
The gender of the main character(s) in the source stories and the gender 
of the pronouns in the keyword lists is shown in Table 13: 
 
Table 13 
The Genders of the Main Character(s) and the Pronouns in the Keyword Lists 
Year Rank 1 keywords and 
gender  
Rank 2 keyword and 
gender 
Gender of the 
main character(s)  
2003 Male (he, his) - Female 
2004 Male (he) Female (her) Female 
2005 Male (he) - Female 
2006 Female (she) - Male 
 
As can be seen, across the four years, the genders of the pronouns that 
were produced significantly more frequently by Rank 1 candidates always 
contradict that of the main character(s) in the source story. On the other hand, in 
the only instance where Rank 2 candidates produced a pronoun significantly 
more frequently, the pronoun they produced (her) matched the gender of the 
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main character. An example of Rank 1 candidates’ misuse of gendered pronouns 
is shown in Excerpt 8: 
 
Excerpt 8. Use of gendered pronouns in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings, 2004 
Source story: When she was 22 years old, Pat Jones decided that she wanted to 
travel around the world and see as many foreign places as she could while she 
was young.  
Rank 1 retelling: When	she	was	22	years	old,	Pat	Joan	decided	to	travel	around	the	
world.	In	order	to	inchieve	this	dream,	he	had	to...	because	he	had	too	many,	he	
has	too	many	place	to	visit.	
Rank 2 retelling: Patter	John	wanted	to	travel	around	the	world	to	visit	old	foreign	
places.	And	she	could	when	she	was	too	young.	
 
In Excerpt 8, gendered pronouns in the retellings are underlined. As can 
be seen, although both candidates had confusion towards the name of the main 
character, compared to the Rank 2 candidate, the Rank 1 candidate demonstrated 
a weaker command of gender in the retelling. In general, both quantitative and 
qualitative data suggest that Rank 1 candidates were more likely to make 
mistakes when attributing the gender of the characters in their retellings, while 
Rank 2 retellings were more accurate in this respect. 
 
4.1.3.2 Can 
Can is identified as a keyword in Rank 1 retellings of three years: 2003, 
2005 and 2006. Its keyness score in 2003 is the highest (keyness score = 14.94, 
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p < .001), followed by 2005 (keyness score = 5.85, p < .05) and 2006 (keyness 
score = 5.03, p < .05).  
In order to look into the differences between Rank 1 and Rank 2 
candidates’ usage of can, collocation networks of can in the retellings were 
generated using the GraphColl function in LancsBox (Brezina et al., 2015). The 
GraphColl function provides visualisations of words and their collocates based 
on user-specified measures, including span (i.e. the number of words before and 
after the word), association measures (i.e. statistical measures combining word 
frequency with collocation strength) (e.g. Hunston, 2002; McEnery & Hardie, 
2011), and a threshold for the value generated using the specified association 
measure. For this analysis, the span was set to L5-R5 (i.e. up to five words on 
either side of the keyword). This enabled the analysis of not only words 
immediately preceding or following the keyword but also looser word 
associations.  
As for association measures, Log Dice was used because of its reliability 
and comparability across corpora. Other commonly used measures, such as MI 
(Mutual Information), often attribute high collocational strength to rare word 
combinations in the corpus as well as frequently occurring ones. On the other 
hand, Log Dice is often considered more reliable as it ‘highlights exclusive but 
not necessarily rare combinations’ (Gablasova, Brezina, & McEnery, 2017, p. 
164). In other words, the results of Log Dice give more weight to the frequency 
of the collocations and are thus less likely to include rare combinations in the 
corpus. This is a useful characteristic since the interest of the analysis is in 
frequently occurring word combinations, which are indicative of the language 
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use of the candidates. A second advantage of using Log Dice lies in its 
comparability across corpora. Unlike most other measures, Log Dice generates 
standardised values with a fixed maximum of 14 (Gablasova et al., 2017). This 
enables direct comparisons of the collocations in the retelling performances, 
which are crucial for analysing similarities and differences between the two 
ranks. 
Finally, thresholds were set for the Log Dice values. The thresholds were 
determined through exploring with different values and the corresponding 
visualisations of the collocation networks. To enable comparison between ranks, 
the same threshold was set for both Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings of the same 
year.  
The collocation networks of can in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings of 2003 
are shown in Figure 2.13 As can be seen, in Rank 1 retellings, the word can has 
                                                
13 For the purpose of comparison and replication, the parameters for collocate identification are 
included in the labels of collocation networks. This notation follows Brezina et al. (2015), 
which sequentially includes the statistic ID of the association measure used, the name of the 
statistic, the cut-off value (threshold), the span, the minimum required frequency for the 
collocate, the minimum required frequency for the collocation, and any further filtering 
procedures on the collocation data. 
Rank 2 Rank 1 
Figure 2. Collocation networks of can, 2003  
9a-Log Dice(11.0), L5-R5, C5-NC5; no filter applied 
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more collocates than in Rank 2 retellings. In the source story of 2003 from which 
the candidates produced their retellings, the word can appeared only once 
towards the end of the story. Excerpt 9 shows the context in which the word can 
appeared in the source story: 
 
Excerpt 9. The word can and its context in the source story, 2003 
… While both joy and sorrow pass quickly, and often come together at the same 
time, love has the power to overcome both. And love can last forever. 
 
As shown in Excerpt 9, can appeared in the last sentence of the story. 
Since the span of the collocation analysis was set to up to five words on either 
side of the keyword, there are seven words within the span of the word can in 
the source story. These words are underlined in Excerpt 9. It can be seen that the 
collocates of can in Rank 2 retellings shown in Figure 2 overlap considerably 
with the underlined words in the source story. Of the six collocates of can in 
Rank 2 retellings, five of them are within the span of can in the source story 
(overcome, both, love, last, forever), with you being the only word not within 
the span. 
On the contrary, in the collocation network of Rank 1 retellings, despite 
some collocates being the same as that in the Rank 2 retellings (e.g. love, last, 
forever), more collocates are not seen in the source story within the span of the 
keyword can. Noticeably, a series of verbs, such as speak, eat and walk, are 
included in the collocation network. A further look into the concordance lines 
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showed that these verbs were often used together in a sentence. Three examples 
from Rank 1 retellings are shown in Excerpt 10: 
 
Excerpt 10. The use of verbs in Rank 1 retellings, 2003 
Source story: At age fifty-five, she became totally disabled – unable to speak, 
walk, eat or dress on her own. 
Rank 1 Retellings: 
(1) …	and	for…	a	long	time,	John	can…	can	not14	walk,	eat	or	do	anything	on	her	
own.	
(2) …	She	can	not	walk	can	not,	can	not	dress	himself	and	can	not	do	anything	else.	
(3) …	at	nearly	fifteen	years	old	and	she	can	not	she	couldn’t	speak,	walk,	dress	and	
so	on. 
 
As evident from the excerpt, Rank 1 candidates substituted unable to in 
the source story with can not, resulting in the series of verbs being collocates 
with can. This reveals Rank 1 candidates’ language use from two perspectives: 
semantically, in the retelling task of 2003, when Rank 1 candidates encountered 
the phrase unable to, they were more likely to retell with can not, which is a 
simpler expression with similar meaning;15 in terms of grammar, by replacing 
                                                
14 In the SWECCL corpus (Wen et al., 2008), the contraction cannot is always transcribed as 
can not. This includes the negative form in the analysis of can. The other contracted form, 
can’t, was not included in this analysis of can. This may cast an influence on the analysis. 
However, since can has already been identified as a keyword in Rank 1 retellings, taking can’t 
into account would not change the keyness status of can and would only contribute to its 
keyness score. 
15 A search in COCA (Davies, 2008) generated 19,681 hits of unable to compared to 75,531 
hits of can not (accessed 2 October 2017). 
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the source content with can not, Rank 1 candidates failed to account for the tense 
of the source story, which was supposed to be simple past. 
Similar uses of the word can are also seen in Rank 1 retellings of 2005 
and 2006. In 2005, the use of can in Rank 1 retellings mostly reflects candidate’s 
inattention to the tense of their retelling. This is shown in Excerpt 11. 
 
Excerpt 11. Uses of can in Rank 1 retellings, 2005 
Source story: A teacher said she would like to raise the child. She pointed out 
that she could ensure her a good education. 
Rank 1 retelling: Firstly,	a	teacher	say	he	would	like	to	raise	her	because	he	can	
give	her	a	good	education.		
 
 
In 2006, the relative overuse of can by lower-ranked candidates is 
characterised with more collocates and expressions of meaning related to the 
concept ‘be able to’. Figure 3 visualises the collocation networks of can in Rank 
1 and Rank 2 retellings of 2006. As can be seen, in terms of the number of 
Figure 3. Collocation networks of can, 2006  
9a-Log Dice(10.0), L5-R5, C5-NC5; no filter applied 
Rank 1  Rank 2 
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collocates in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings, the results of retellings in 2006 is 
similar to that of retellings in 2003 (Figure 2) in that can has far more collocates 
in Rank 1 retellings than in Rank 2 retellings. However, unlike the retelling task 
in 2003 where the keyword can appeared once in the source story, can was not 
present in the source story of 2006. An exploration of the concordance lines 
showed that in Rank 2 retellings, can was mostly used in the retold content of 
one sentence of the source story. Excerpt 12 provides the original sentence and 
its context in the source story and some of Rank 2 candidates’ retellings with the 
word can: 
 
Excerpt 12. Rank 2 candidates’ retellings with can, 2006 
Source story: “Take care of the rocks first – the things that really matter. Set 
your priorities. The rest is just pebbles and sand. They will take care of 
themselves.” 
Rank 2 retellings: 
(1) And	take	care	of	your	parents	and	set	your	priority,	because	the	rocks	 is	 the	
most	important	things	in	our	life.	The	rest	is	just	papals	and	sand.	They	can	take	care	
of	themselves. 
(2) Take	the	rock	first	and,	er,	wait.	Wait	things	really	important	in	your	life,	and,	
and	the	rest	are	the	peppers	and	sand.	They	can	take	care	of	themselves. 
 
As Excerpt 12 demonstrated, the sentence they will take care of 
themselves in the source story was retold by Rank 2 candidates with the word 
will replaced by can. Similar to the findings of the 2003 retelling task, this usage 
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is also an instance where can is used to express the meaning of ‘be able to’. 
However, it was used by Rank 2 candidates instead of Rank 1 candidates. Rank 
1 candidates, on the other hand, used can in not only this context but also many 
other expressions. This can be seen from the collocation network of can in Rank 
1 retellings, which contains a number of collocates that are not present in the 
collocation network of Rank 2 retellings. Some of these uses are shown in 
Excerpt 13: 
 
Excerpt 13. Uses of can in Rank 1 retellings, 2006 
(1) …	not	only	your	parents	or	children	or	family	important,	and	some	small	stuff	is	
also	important,	so...	so	you	you	can	pay	more	atten-...	pay	more	attention	at	it.	 
(2) …	and	to	have	some	people.	When	some	classes	begin,	they	can,	they	can	help	
you...	too. 
(3) …	philosophier	said,	that’s	the	life.	We	can	classify	all	the	things	into	three	parts. 
(4) …	then	he	put	some	pebbles	 in	 it	and	asked	students	 it	 is	still	can...	 fill	 the...	
remain	the	space	of	the	glass.  
 
As evidenced from Excerpt 13, the use of can by Rank 1 candidates spans 
across a range of contexts. Collocates of can include verbs (pay, help) following 
can, constituting the predicate of the sentence, and subjects such as we and it. In 
all contexts, the modal verb can expresses the meaning ‘be able to’. 
In general, similarities exist in the use of the keyword can across 
retellings of 2003, 2005 and 2006. Compared to Rank 2 candidates, who either 
included the word can in their retellings as how it appeared in the source story, 
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or made relatively minor alterations to the source content, Rank 1 candidates 
were more likely to overuse can in a variety of contexts as meaning ‘be able to’. 
Their frequent use of can also revealed their weaker command of the past tense 
in story retelling. 
 
4.1.3.3 I 
The first person pronoun I is identified as a keyword in Rank 1 retellings 
of both 2003 and 2004. In 2003, The keyness of I is significant at p < .05 
(keyness score = 6.41), whereas in 2004, I is ranked highest among all keywords, 
with a keyness score of 26.77 significant at p < .0001. 
Since both source stories were written in third person narrative, the only 
way for I to be present in the retellings is to include it in direct quotes of the 
characters. Evident from the keyness scores, Rank 1 candidates in both 2003 and 
2004 produced significantly more direct quotes with I in their retellings than 
Rank 2 candidates. However, the source content from which they produced the 
direct quotes is different. Table 14 shows the distribution of I in direct speech 
and reported speech in the source stories of 2003 and 2004: 
 
Table 14 
The Distribution of I in the Source Stories of 2003 and 2004 
 2003  
(no. of sentences) 
2004  
(no. of sentences) 
Direct speech containing I 0 1 
Direct speech not containing I 2 4 
Reported speech not containing I 0 3 
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In the source story of 2003, reported speech was not used, nor was I 
present. On the contrary, in 2004, both direct speech and reported speech were 
present in the source story, with one direct quote containing I. This determined 
that while candidates in both years could produce direct quotes with I from direct 
quotes in the source stories, only those in 2004 were given the opportunity to 
convert reported speech from the source story to direct quotes with I in their 
retellings.  
For direct quotes in the source stories, Rank 1 candidates in both years 
retained them while adding I in them. Excerpt 14 below provides examples of 
this in both years: 
 
Excerpt 14. Retellings of direct quotes from the source stories 
Source story (2003): “Mom, listen. My baby is coming! You’re going to have a 
new grandchild. Do you understand?” 
Rank 1 retelling: “Mom,	I	have,	I	have	a	baby.	I	have	son.	My	baby	is	coming	and	
he	came	this	world.”	
Source story (2004): “All the people in my dream spoke English,” Tim said. 
“And all the signs were in English. All the newspapers and magazines and all 
the TV programs were in English.”	
Rank 1 retelling: er	Tim	said,	“I	dream	I...	er...	 I	dream	er...	 I	 live	 in	a	place...	er	
where	sign	is	all	English,	newspapers,	magazines	and	TV	programs	are	all	English.	
And	even	people...	what	people	said	to	me	are	also	English...	and	what	I	thought	are	
the...	er	English.”	
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In Excerpt 14, when retelling direct quotes from the source story, Rank 
1 candidates in both years tended to add I in the narrative. In the retelling of 
2003, ‘I have a baby’ corresponds to my baby is coming in the source story. In 
2004, ‘I dream er… I live in a place…’ was added to the direct quote in the 
retelling, while the meaning conveyed remained roughly the same as the source 
content. In either case, Rank 1 candidates retained the main idea of the source 
content along with the direct speech, but they phrased their retellings in a way 
that the direct quotes contained the first person pronoun, I. 
For instances of reported speech in the source story of 2004, Rank 1 
candidates retold them as direct quotes with the first person pronoun. Some 
examples are included in Excerpt 15 below: 
 
Excerpt 15. Reported speech as direct quotes in Rank 1 retellings, 2004 
Source story: He said that he had gone to bed early and had slept badly. 
Rank 1 retellings:  
(1) Tim	told	her,	“I	didn't	dream,	I	didn't	sleep	well	last	night,	and	I	dream	all	night.”	
(2) The	student	side,	“Oh,	teacher,	I	didn't	I	didn't	sleep	very	vell	last	night.”	
(3) She	said	to	the,	she	said	to	Miss	Jones,	“Miss	Jones	er	I	couldn't	sleeped	well	I	
couldn't	sleep	well.	And	I	er	everyday	I	got	I	got	up	very	early.” 
 
All three Rank 1 retellings in Excerpt 15 converted the reported speech 
in the source story to direct speech, which involved the change of the subject 
from a third person pronoun to the first person pronoun I. 
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Following from the keyness analysis, collocation networks of retellings 
were compared between ranks to understand whether candidates were different 
in their use of I. Results showed a distinct difference in the collocates of the two 
ranks in 2003, but a much less noticeable one in 2004. Figure 4 and Figure 5 
display the collocation networks of I in the retellings of 2003 and 2004 
respectively. As shown in Figure 4, in 2003, I has more collocates in Rank 1 
retellings than in Rank 2 retellings. This implies that in Rank 1 retellings, I is 
Rank 1  Rank 2 
Figure 4. Collocation networks of I, 2003  
9a-Log Dice(10.0), L5-R5, C5-NC5; no filter applied 
Rank 1  Rank 2 
Figure 5. Collocation networks of I, 2004  
9a-Log Dice(11.5), L5-R5, C5-NC5; no filter applied 
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strongly associated with more words and is thus frequently used in more contexts 
than in Rank 2 retellings. On the other hand, for the retellings of 2004, Figure 5 
shows that the numbers of contexts in which I was frequently used in Rank 1 
and Rank 2 retellings are similar (16 in Rank 1 retellings and 17 in Rank 2 
retellings). Furthermore, seven collocates are shared between the collocation 
networks of Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings. This suggests considerable similarities 
in the use of I by candidates of the two ranks.  Nevertheless, according to keyness, 
differences between the two ranks still exist in terms of frequency, in that I was 
used significantly more frequently by Rank 1 candidates compared to Rank 2 
candidates. 
In summary, the use of I exhibits both differences and similarities 
between Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings. At the same time, it is constrained by the 
appearances of I in the source stories. In both 2003 and 2004, Rank 1 candidates 
produced I significantly more frequently than Rank 2 candidates. The ways I 
was used, however, are not the same between the years. While in both years, 
candidates added I when they retold direct quotes from the source story, only 
candidates of 2004 converted the reported speech in the source story to direct 
speech with the first person pronoun. In terms of collocations, Rank 1 candidates 
seemed to have used I with more word combinations compared to Rank 2 
candidates in the retelling task of 2003, but this was not easily seen in 2004. In 
general, Rank 1 and Rank 2 candidates produced I differently, with the most 
significant difference being the frequencies of I in their retellings. 
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4.1.3.4 Hesitation markers 
From the keyword lists of the four years (Table 8-Table 11), a range of 
hesitation markers (e.g. er, um, en) can be seen. All of them appear in the 
keyword lists of Rank 1 candidates. Also, all of them are ranked highly in terms 
of the keyness score in their respective years. Table 15 summarises the ranks, 
keyness scores and levels of significance of hesitation markers in Rank 1 
retellings of the four years: 
 
Table 15  
Keyness Measures of Hesitation Markers in Rank 1 retellings, 2003-2006 
Year Hesitation marker Keyness rank 
(within year) 
Keyness score Level of significance 
2003 em 1 18.52 p < .0001 
2004 en 2 26.45 p < .0001 
 um 3 8.79 p < .01 
2005 er 1 32.27 p < .0001 
 em 2 17.48 p < .0001 
2006 er 1 23.87 p < .0001 
 ur 2 22.66 p < .0001 
 
As can be seen from Table 15, in each of the four years, hesitation 
markers appear within the top three ranks on the keyword lists of Rank 1 
retellings, most with a significant level of p < .0001. This implies that compared 
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to Rank 2 candidates, Rank 1 candidates produced hesitations significantly more 
frequently in their retelling performances.16 
 
4.2 N-grams 
The analysis of n-grams was conducted to investigate multi-word 
sequences from the source story that were frequently used by candidates of the 
two ranks. Table 16 and Table 17 show the numbers of possible and meaningful 
verbatim strings frequently used in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings in 2003-2006: 
 
Table 16 
Possible Verbatim Strings in Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings, 2003-2006 
 3-word 4-word 5-word 6-word 
2003 Rank 1 15 3 1 0 
 Rank 2 32 10 2 5 
2004 Rank 1 12 8 5 6 
Rank 2 46 23 16 16 
2005 Rank 1 15 5 2 3 
Rank 2 48 29 15 8 
2006 Rank 1 20 6 1 0 
 Rank 2 57 34 18 9 
                                                
16 A further analysis of hesitation counts in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings showed no significant 
difference between the numbers of hesitations produced by candidates of the two ranks in 
2003, while in 2004-2006, Rank 2 candidates produced significantly fewer hesitations than 
Rank 1 candidates. This difference between the findings of keyness and frequency counts is 
probably due to the different calculations of significance of the two methods and is worthy of 
future investigation. 
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Table 17 
Meaningful Verbatim Strings in Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings, 2003-2006 
 3-word 4-word 5-word 6-word 
2003 Rank 1 5 3 1 0 
 Rank 2 11 7 1 0 
2004 Rank 1 3 4 1 2 
Rank 2 15 6 5 4 
2005 Rank 1 9 3 0 1 
Rank 2 22 9 3 2 
2006 Rank 1 7 4 1 0 
 Rank 2 15 7 5 6 
 
As can be seen, in general, Rank 2 candidates frequently produced more 
3-, 4-, 5- and 6-word verbatim strings than Rank 1 candidates. This applies to 
analyses of both possible strings and meaningful strings. Two minor exceptions 
exist in 2003 where Rank 1 and Rank 2 candidates each produced one 5-word 
meaningful verbatim string in their retellings and no 6-word meaningful 
verbatim string. These findings suggest that in the retelling task, candidates of 
the higher rank tend to have more verbatim source use in their performances. 
Aside from the differing numbers of frequently used verbatim strings in 
Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings, differences also exist in the types of verbatim 
strings candidates of the two ranks were able to attend to. To allow a further 
investigation, rank-exclusive verbatim strings (i.e. strings that only appeared in 
Rank 1 retellings or Rank 2 retellings) of each year were selected out of the 
frequently used meaningful verbatim strings included in the analysis above. 
Table 18 shows the numbers of rank-exclusive meaningful verbatim strings in 
each of the years: 
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Table 18 
Rank-Exclusive Meaningful Verbatim Strings  
 Rank 1 exclusive Rank 2 exclusive 
2003 1 11 
2004 3 22 
2005 2 25 
2006 1 19 
 
According to Table 18, Rank 2 exclusive strings far outnumber Rank 1 
exclusive strings. This indicates that in general, Rank 2 candidates frequently 
produced more meaningful verbatim strings from the source story. However, as 
can be seen, there are also a number of meaningful verbatim strings in Rank 1 
retellings that Rank 2 candidates did not produce.  
A closer look at the rank-exclusive strings suggested a pattern between 
the rank of the retellings and the prominence of the strings in the source story. 
A verbatim string is ‘prominent’ if it is within the first immediate constituent of 
the first sentence of a paragraph or the last immediate constituent in the last 
sentence of a paragraph. In other words, the verbatim string should be at the start 
or end of a paragraph. This criterion is based on the nature of the task. In general, 
of the two readings of the source story (in American English and British English 
respectively) in each year, the average length of pausing between paragraphs is 
longer than that elsewhere (i.e. between sentences). In the reading of the source 
story, a longer pause will likely make the chunks on both sides more salient in 
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candidates’ reception. Table 19 provides the average lengths of the two types of 
pausing in each of the two readings across the four years:17 
 
Table 19 
Average Lengths of Pausing Between Paragraphs and Between Sentences 
 
It should be noted that the above numbers are averages, and not all pauses 
between paragraphs are longer than those elsewhere. In spite of this, all verbatim 
strings at the start and end of paragraphs were still categorised as prominent 
considering that they appeared near longer pauses in general and were thus 
salient in the readings of the story. Excerpt 16 illustrates the application of the 
criterion for identifying ‘prominent’ strings in the source story: 
 
                                                
17 This analysis was performed in the software Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2017). Following 
previous research on turn-taking mechanisms (e.g. Sellen, 1995), the lengths of pausing were 
measured from the end of voicing of the preceding sentence to the start of voicing of the 
succeeding sentence. 
  Between paragraphs (ms) Between sentences (ms) 
2003 AmE 1245.71 683.06 
 BrE 1643.43 1149.35 
2004 AmE 1426.83 924.86 
 BrE 1481.17 919.14 
2005 AmE 1770.89 873.35 
 BrE 1595.11 1092.76 
2006 AmE 1411.00 913.47 
 BrE 1497.63 987.32 
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Excerpt 16. Identification of prominent verbatim strings 
Source story (2003):  
¶By the time Jane brought her son home, her mother was sitting in her chair, 
dressed and ready to welcome the baby. For two weeks, Mother clucked, smiled 
and held the new-born baby. Then she quietly became unconscious and, after 
visits from all her children, was finally free of the pain.  
¶For Jane, memories of her son’s birth will always be bittersweet, … 
Prominent strings:  
by the time, (finally) free of the pain, for Jane 
 
‘Prominent strings’ were then selected out of the rank-exclusive, 
meaningful verbatim strings. Table 20 shows the number of rank-exclusive 
prominent and non-prominent verbatim strings: 
 
Table 20 
Rank-Exclusive Prominent and Non-Prominent Verbatim Strings 
 Rank 1 exclusive 
– prominent  
Rank 1 exclusive 
– non-prominent 
Rank 2 exclusive 
– prominent  
Rank 2 exclusive 
– non-prominent  
2003 1 0 2 9 
2004 2 1 1 21 
2005 1 1 5 20 
2006 1 0 3 16 
 
From Table 20, a difference between the characteristics of the rank-
exclusive strings can be seen. Overwhelmingly, strings that are exclusive to the 
higher rank are non-prominent, whereas the majority of Rank 1 exclusive strings 
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are categorised as prominent, although the numbers of Rank 1 exclusive strings 
are very low in general. This suggests that the higher-ranked candidates were 
able to use more verbatim strings that were less salient in the readings of the 
story. 
However, this general pattern of prominence still leaves some rank-
exclusive strings unaccounted. That is, there are non-prominent strings that are 
exclusive to Rank 1 and prominent strings exclusive to Rank 2. Of those strings, 
one issue worth noting is that most of the Rank 2 exclusive prominent strings 
appeared at the end of paragraphs in the source story. Strings of this kind include 
all Rank 2 exclusive prominent strings in 2003, 2005 and 2006 (see Appendix H 
for a complete account of Rank 2 exclusive prominent strings). Compared to 
strings at the end of paragraphs, those at the start of paragraphs can be seen as 
more salient to the candidates since they not only follow a longer pause, but also 
usually mark a shift to a new topic or an introduction to new content. Another 
speculation is that Rank 2 candidates were able to follow through the readings 
of the source story so that they could take note of and subsequently retell 
verbatim the endings of paragraphs. On the other hand, Rank 1 candidates 
produced fewer verbatim strings at the end of paragraphs because they were less 
able to keep up with the speed of the reading. The findings therefore confirm the 
expectation that higher-ranked candidates would retell more strings that are less 
salient in the source story, i.e. at the end of paragraphs. 
 
 90 
4.3 Idea units 
The source stories and candidates’ retellings were manually coded into 
idea units in order to more comprehensively analyse the amount of content in 
Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings and how each segment of content in the retellings 
corresponds to the content of the source story. 15 randomly selected retelling 
performances from each rank in each year were coded, forming a total of 120 
retellings across the four test administrations. The sections below present 
findings regarding the number and content of idea units in the retellings. 
 
4.3.1 Number of idea units 
The mean and standard deviation of the number of idea units in Rank 1 
and Rank 2 retellings of 2003-2006 are shown in Table 21: 
 
Table 21 
Idea Units in Rank 1 and Rank 2 Retellings, 2003-2006 
 2003 2004 2005 2006 
 Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
M 35.20 39.93 36.33 44.27 35.93 47.87 39.20 47.80 
SD 7.32 5.66 8.33 4.37 7.27 4.63 5.70 5.21 
 
As seen in Table 21, in each of the years, Rank 2 retellings contain more 
idea units compared to Rank 1 retellings. This difference is significant in all four 
years (p < .05 in 2003; p < .01 in 2004-2006). This implies that on average, Rank 
2 candidates produced significantly more content in their retellings compared to 
lower-ranked candidates. 
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4.3.2 Content of idea units 
The average proportions of idea units of each category in candidates’ 
retellings are shown in Table 22: 
 
Table 22 
Proportions of Idea Units of Different Categories in Retellings  
Category 2003 2004 2005 2006 
 Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
Rank 1 
(n = 15) 
Rank 2 
(n = 15) 
1 43.11 58.98 56.47 79.72 55.22 76.17 51.26 79.61 
2 25.44 21.64 21.93 9.13 15.20 8.90 24.32 7.38 
3 1.97 3.48 5.08 6.02 7.70 6.47 3.23 6.13 
4 1.48 0.33 0.37 0.31 2.20 1.56 1.08 0.94 
5 26.64 14.93 29.39 6.75 19.35 6.78 19.27 5.51 
6 3.25 0.51 0.44 0.24 0.32 0.12 0.83 0.42 
Note: Numbers represent percentages (%). Categories: 1 = correct replication 
of single/partial idea unit; 2 = distortion of single/partial idea unit; 3 = correct 
replication of multiple idea units in the source story as a single idea unit in the 
retelling; 4 = distortion of multiple idea units in the source story as a single 
idea unit in the retelling; 5 = construction/improvisation; 6 = other 
 
4.3.2.1 Differences across years 
From Table 22, some differences in the data of 2003 compared to the rest 
of the years can be seen. In 2003, the average proportion of idea units that are 
distortions of single/partial idea units in the source story (Category 2) are 
statistically equal for Rank 1 and Rank 2 candidates (p > .05). This indicates that 
in 2003, Rank 2 candidates performed similarly to their lower-ranked peers in 
the production of distorted content. Additionally, compared to Rank 2 retellings 
of the other three years, the proportion of idea units that are correct replications 
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of single/partial idea units (Category 1) in Rank 2 retellings in 2003 is much 
smaller (p < .05). Meanwhile, Rank 2 candidates in 2003 produced significantly 
more distortions of single/partial idea units in the source story (Category 2) 
compared to Rank 2 candidates of the other three years (p < .05). This suggests 
that Rank 2 candidates in 2003 produced significantly less correct content 
compared to Rank 2 candidates in the other years. Also, the proportion of 
construction/improvisation (Category 5) in Rank 2 retellings in 2003 is 
significantly more (p < .05) than that in Rank 2 retellings of the rest of the three 
years. 
As can be seen, a higher proportion of construction/improvisation and 
distortions as well as a lower proportion of correct replications are identifiable 
of lower-ranked retellings across the four years. Therefore, given the 
peculiarities of Rank 2 retellings in 2003, it can be inferred that candidates of 
the two ranks in 2003 are relatively similar in terms of the quality of content they 
produced in their retellings. This means that with regards to content, the ranks 
of the retelling performances in 2003 were not distinguished as well as in the 
other years. 
 
4.3.2.2 Similarities across years 
Several patterns can be seen across the data of the four years. For idea 
units in Category 1 (correct replication of single/partial idea unit in the source 
story), Rank 2 candidates produced a higher proportion in their retellings 
compared to Rank 1 candidates. This difference is significant in all four years (p 
< .05). At the same time, Rank 1 candidates produced a higher proportion of idea 
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units that were distortions of single/partial idea unit in the source story (Category 
2). Although this difference is only significant in 2004, 2005 and 2006 (p < .05) 
and not in 2003 (p = .06), there is clearly a tendency for lower-ranked candidates 
to produce more distortions of content. These findings indicate that in general, 
Rank 2 candidates produced more accurate representations of the content of the 
source story, while the content produced by Rank 1 candidates differed more 
from the idea units in the source story. 
A distinct difference is also seen in the proportion of idea units in 
Category 5. This category includes idea units in candidates’ retellings that are 
related to the story content but do not correspond to any of the idea units in the 
source story. Often times, idea units in this category contain content that 
candidates had improvised according to their memory of the source story heard 
and their personal background knowledge. As evident in Table 22, these 
improvisations are more commonly seen in Rank 1 retellings than in Rank 2 
retellings. The difference is significant in all four years (p < .05). To give a sense 
of how candidates used improvised material in their retellings, Excerpt 17 
includes some idea units in Category 5 (construction/improvisation) that were 
produced by Rank 1 candidates: 
 
Excerpt 17. Construction/improvisation idea units in Rank 1 retellings 
Source story (2003): As often as she could, | she sat beside her mother, | talking 
about the baby moving inside her. | On February 3, 1989, … 
Rank 1 retelling: She	 talk,	 she	 told	her,	 she	 told	her,	 |	 er	 the	baby's	movement	
inside	her	body	|	she	was	very	happy	to	told	mum	to	told	her	mother	about	that.	|	
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She	hoped	 |	that	her	mother	could	understand	 |	what	she	said.	 |	On	February	the	
third,	1989,	… 
Source story (2004): “All the people in my dream spoke English,” | Tim said. | 
“And all the signs were in English. | All the newspapers | and magazines | and 
all the TV programs were in English.” | “But that’s wonderful,” | said Pat. | 
“What did all the people say to you?” | she asked.  
Rank 1 retelling: “Everybody,	er,	every...	there	were,	er...	I’m...	I	dream	of	English,	
|	but	I	dream	er,	but	I’m	in	Spanish.	...	er,	|	so	many	magazines	newspapers	and	TV	
programs	are	English,	are	English.	So	I,	…”	|	then	the	teacher	Miss	Jones...	said	that	
| “You	know,	so	you,	you	known	|	English	is	very	important.	|	But	why	don't,	but	why	
did	you	sleep	well?”	
	
In Excerpt 17, the underlined idea units are those categorised as 
improvisations. In the Rank 1 retelling of 2003, the candidate produced the inner 
thoughts of the main character, but those were just her own speculations and 
were not part of the content of the source story. In the excerpt of 2004, the Rank 
1 candidate improvised the conversation between two main characters in the 
source story. Again, the content of the conversation is not part of the source 
content. As can be seen, lower-ranked candidates tended to improvise instead of 
recounting the content of the source story whereas those ranked higher stayed 
more faithful to the original source content in their retellings.	
Another aspect worthy of attention is the very small proportions of idea 
units in Category 3 and Category 4, which represent correct and distorted 
replications of multiple idea units in the source story respectively. As seen from 
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Table 22, both Rank 1 and Rank 2 candidates produced very few idea units of 
these two categories. In addition, most of the idea units they produced which fall 
into these two categories are just combinations of idea units in the source story, 
with very little generalisation of content. Excerpt 18 provides some examples of 
correct replications of multiple idea units in the source story as a single idea unit 
in the retelling (Category 3): 
 
Excerpt 18. Correct replications of multiple idea units in the source story 
Source story (2004): When she was 22 years old, | Pat Jones decided | that she 
wanted to travel around the world | … 
Rank 1 retelling: When	she	was	22	years	old,	|	Pat	Jone	decided	to	travel	around	
the	world.	
Source story (2005): A little girl | whose parents had died | lived with her 
grandmother | and slept in an upstairs bedroom.  
Rank 2 retelling: A	girl	whose	parents	died	lived	with	her	grandmother.	|	She	slept	
in	upstairs.		
 
As seen from Excerpt 18, candidates produced the content of multiple 
idea units in the source story as one single idea unit in their retellings (see 
underlined idea units). Rather than summarising the content of the source story, 
they connected those idea units together, making very little change to the 
wording of the original idea units. This observation contrasts Frost et al.’s (2012) 
findings on a summary task, which identified the production of macro-
propositions based on the source material as a main strategy used by candidates. 
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This is expected of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, since retelling from a narrative 
is a distinct task form from summarising expository texts. In addition, as shown 
in Table 22 above, regardless of rank, most idea units in the retellings represent 
single idea units in the source story. These discourse characteristics of candidates’ 
performances suggest the uniqueness of the TEM4-Oral retelling task. While 
most summary tasks elicit integration and generalisation of source content, the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task tends to direct candidates to producing replications of 
content without requiring integration. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 
This study gathers evidence for a validity argument of the retelling task 
of TEM4-Oral. Through an exploration of test-taker performance, it seeks to 
understand (1) whether higher- and lower-level retelling performances differ in 
their discourse features and whether these features correspond to the marking 
criteria and (2) whether retelling performances of higher and lower proficiency 
are distinguished consistently across years. In order to answer these two 
questions, discourse analysis was carried out on candidates’ retelling 
performances of two ranks (Rank 1 – Fail and Rank 2 – Pass) across four 
administrations (2003-2006) of TEM4-Oral. The analysis looked into discourse 
features at three levels: single words (keyness), multi-word sequences (n-grams) 
and longer stretches of language containing segments of content from the source 
story (idea units). The discussion below summarises the similarities and 
differences of discourse features of higher- and lower-ranked retellings across 
task versions, illustrates the extent to which they can be taken as validity 
evidence, and provides implications for task design and validation efforts. 
 
5.1 Discourse features across scoring levels 
5.1.1 Similarities across task versions 
Across the retelling performances of 2003-2006, Rank 1 and Rank 2 
candidates differ in the discourse they produced. These differences are related to 
the marking criteria of the task; they can also be attributed to levels of language 
proficiency. 
 98 
As shown in Chapter 2 (Table 2), the general marking criteria of the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task emphasise the extent to which candidates retell content 
of the source story. At Rank 1 (Fail), the criterion descriptor is that ‘[s]tudents 
fail to mention important content of the story, or the retold content differs greatly 
from the original content’. On the other hand, the description of a Rank 2 (Pass) 
performance is ‘[s]tudents are able to retell important content of the story but 
with less structure’. The descriptions of the two ranks differ solely in relation to 
source content: the amount and the accuracy of the source content that candidates 
include in their retellings.  
With regards to the amount of content included in candidates’ retellings, 
the analysis suggests differences in both the number of multi-word sequences 
and the amount of ‘ideas’ from the source story they included in their retellings. 
For multi-word sequences, the analysis of n-grams shows that, compared to 
Rank 1 candidates, Rank 2 candidates in general produced more 3-, 4-, 5- and 6-
word verbatim strings from the source story. Rank 2 candidates also produced 
more strings that were less salient in the reading of the source story. Similar 
patterns are seen in the analysis of idea units. In general, Rank 2 candidates 
produced significantly more idea units in their retellings, with more correct 
replications of the source content. These findings demonstrate that compared to 
lower-ranked retellings, Rank 2 retellings included more content from the source 
story, either using the exact wording as the source text, or using wording of ideas 
that is somehow different from that of the source. 
The other emphasis in the marking criteria, the accuracy of the retold 
content in relation to the content of the source story, is inferred from the criterion 
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description for Rank 1 retellings: ‘… the retold content differs greatly from the 
original content’. The exact extent to which a Rank 1 (Fail) retelling typically 
differs from the source story cannot be determined given the vagueness of this 
description. Nevertheless, some indications are still seen of Rank 1 candidates’ 
deviations from the content of the source story. At the level of single words, the 
keyness analysis has identified a range of words used significantly more 
frequently by Rank 1 candidates, each representing an instance of inaccuracy in 
Rank 1 retellings. Compared to their higher-ranked peers, Rank 1 candidates 
were more likely to attribute the wrong gender to the main characters of the 
source story. They also tended to overuse the word can either in places where its 
past tense should be used, or as meaning ‘be able to’, in a range of contexts 
different from those in which can was used in the source story. Also, in cases 
where indirect speech was included in the source story, Rank 1 candidates were 
more likely to convert it to direct quotes of the characters, which increased their 
chances of using the first person pronoun I. The inaccuracies of Rank 1 retellings 
were further supported by looking at the content of their idea units. Compared 
to higher-ranked retellings, Rank 1 retellings contained a significantly smaller 
proportion of correct replications and a larger proportion of distortions and 
improvisations of the source content. This shows that Rank 1 candidates were 
less accurate in reproducing the source content compared to Rank 2 candidates. 
Besides the descriptors in the marking criteria, most of the discourse 
features identified are also related to general language proficiency, with the most 
obvious being the proportion of hesitations contained in candidates’ retellings. 
Hesitations as a measure for fluency have been regarded as a feature of second 
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language proficiency (Housen & Kuiken, 2009; Skehan, 1998). As seen from the 
keyness analysis, hesitation markers appeared significantly more frequently in 
Rank 1 retellings compared to Rank 2 retellings. 
A range of other words from the keyness analysis also signal Rank 1 
candidates’ lower language proficiency. The misuse of gendered pronouns, a 
‘simple but prevalent mistake’ observed in oral English teaching in China (Chai, 
2010, p. 1), is also seen in candidates’ retellings. The fact that Rank 1 candidates 
were more likely to attribute wrong genders to the main characters of the source 
stories is believed to stem from the negative transfer of their first language 
(Mandarin Chinese), in which the spoken forms of singular pronouns do not 
distinguish gender or animacy (Li & Thompson, 1989). Rank 1 candidates’ 
overuse of can as meaning ‘be able to’ is also widely documented in discourse 
studies of Chinese EFL learners (e.g. Cui, 2003; Guo, 2014; Sun & Lin, 2012). 
Compared to native English corpora, the overuse of can is characteristic of 
Chinese learners in general (Shi, 2012). Among Chinese learners, it has also 
been identified as a feature of lower English proficiency (Wang & Chen, 2011). 
Another issue observed in the retellings was the overuse of I by Rank 1 
candidates, which signaled their tendency to convert reported speech in the 
source story to direct speech. Compared to direct speech, the difficulty to 
produce reported speech lies in the correspondence of information the speaker 
has to establish between the reported speech and the rest of the narrative, which 
usually involves changing pronouns, tense and verb conjugations (Mystkowska-
Wiertelak, 2011; Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik, 1985). For Chinese 
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learners, this complex process is found to be related to their working memory 
capacity in the second language (Ji, Li, & Li, 2012).  
Differences in Rank 1 and Rank 2 candidates’ use of multi-word strings 
from the source story can also be attributed to their language proficiency. 
Existing studies (Cumming et al., 2006; Gebril & Plakans, 2013) have found that 
for candidates at low to mid-range proficiency levels, verbatim source use 
positively correlates with language proficiency. As proficiency levels go further 
up, summarisation takes over verbatim source use as the dominant feature of 
candidate discourse. In the TEM4-Oral retelling task, Rank 1 (Fail) and Rank 2 
(Pass) are the lowest two ranks assigned. It can be assumed that the Rank 1 and 
Rank 2 candidates are of low to mid-range proficiency, in which case it is not 
surprising that the higher-ranked candidates produced more verbatim strings 
from the source story.18 In addition, the use of formulaic sequences has been 
found to be positively linked to perceived language proficiency (Boers, 
Eyckmans, Kappel, Stengers, & Demecheleer, 2006). In the analysis of n-grams, 
Rank 2 candidates produced more meaningful verbatim strings compared to 
Rank 1 candidates. Since many of the meaningful verbatim strings from the 
source story can be seen as formulaic sequences (e.g. eyes on the floor, take care 
of themselves), Rank 2 candidates’ greater use of those strings in their retellings 
might have also helped them to be perceived as more proficient. 
                                                
18 A comprehensive argument could be made by supplementing current findings with discourse 
analysis of Rank 3 (Good) and Rank 4 (Outstanding) retellings. This was not carried out 
because the numbers of Rank 3 and Rank 4 retellings in the corpus are too small to generate 
reliable results in a quantitative analysis (see Table 6). 
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As can be seen, besides reflecting the focus on content in the marking 
criteria, many of the distinctive discourse features of Rank 1 and Rank 2 
retellings can also be explained in terms of language proficiency. 
 
5.1.2 Differences across task versions 
In general, consistencies can be seen across the four years in the 
discourse features of Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings. Along with those similarities, 
two of the task versions also stood out as different in terms of the discourse 
features they elicited from the candidates.  
For the retelling task of 2006, the keyness analysis has pointed out two 
frequently occurring words in the source story, jar and pebbles, that could 
potentially induce difficulties for the candidates. Despite being likely candidates’ 
least familiar words, both jar and pebbles are essential to the content of the 
source story. It was seen in the retellings that candidates’ unfamiliarity of these 
two words influenced their performance. 
The other difference across task versions is seen in 2003. As the idea unit 
analysis indicated, compared to Rank 2 candidates in other years, Rank 2 
candidates in 2003 produced fewer correct replications and more distortions and 
improvisations of the source content, all of which are characteristic of lower-
ranked retellings. This is to say that in 2003, Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings were 
distinguished less clearly according to their discourse features than in the other 
three years. 
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5.2 Validity evidence of the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
Through an exploration of candidates’ retellings as summarised above, 
this study has identified discourse features distinguishing between Rank 1 and 
Rank 2 retellings consistently across four administrations of the TEM4-Oral 
retelling task. It also identifies some differences in the discourse features of 
candidates’ retellings across the four years, which suggest inconsistencies in 
both task design and rating. Based on Kane’s (e.g. 2006) interpretative argument, 
these two aspects along with some challenges are elaborated below. 
 
5.2.1 The generalisation inference – implications 
The generalisation inference connects one sample observation of 
candidates’ performance to ‘a universe of possible observations’ (Kane, 2013a, 
p. 452). In other words, it links the performance in one test administration to the 
expected performances across test forms. To support the generalisation inference, 
evidence needs to be collected concerning the consistency of (1) test design and 
(2) rating across test/task versions. (Knoch & Chapelle, 2017; Knoch & Elder, 
2013). The consistency of test design is partly ensured by having parallel test 
forms of the same difficulty level. The consistency of rating is commonly 
supported through statistical analysis. 
Differences in the discourse features of Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings 
across years have suggested inconsistencies in both task design and rating of the 
TEM4-Oral retelling task. In terms of task design, jar and pebbles in the source 
story of 2006 stood out as much less frequent than any other word that frequently 
appears in the four source stories. This indicates that the source story in 2006 is 
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different from that of the other three years in the difficulty level of the lexical 
items it contains. Therefore, the claim that the task versions are parallel cannot 
be supported.  
In the aspect of rating, the task version in 2003 seems different from the 
other three years, since Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings are not well-distinguished 
according to the characteristics of their idea units. Contrary to 2004-2006, Rank 
1 and Rank 2 retellings in 2003 contain statistically equal proportions of correct 
replications of single idea units from the source story. Rank 2 candidates in 2003 
also produced significantly more distortions of idea units compared to Rank 2 
candidates in the rest of the years. The fact that in 2003, retellings of the two 
ranks shared more similar discourse features indicates that the scoring levels 
were not as well-distinguished as in the other three years. 
As discussed above, the design of the source stories and the scoring of 
the task have the potential to induce inconsistencies in candidates’ performance 
and scores across the four versions of the TEM4-Oral retelling task. In this 
respect, the generalisation inference of the TEM4-Oral retelling task cannot be 
supported. Patterns of discourse features between scoring levels, however, can 
only serve as implications of issues concerning the generalisation inference. 
According to Knoch and Chapelle (2017), sources for backing the generalisation 
inference come from statistical analyses of raters’ consistency (e.g. many-facet 
Rasch analysis, generalizability theory), which are able to measure the impact of 
each aspect of the test (i.e. facets) on the reliability and consistency of scoring 
(e.g. Brennan, 2001). The exploration of discourse features of higher- and lower-
ranked retellings has pointed to differences in both task design and scoring 
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across task versions, but it is necessary to corroborate this with a statistical 
analysis of the rating process which will identify causes of inconsistency. 
 
5.2.2 The explanation inference – supporting evidence 
The explanation inference, along with the extrapolation inference, 
connects candidates’ test scores to their ability in the target language use domain 
(e.g. Kane, 1992). In validating the rating process, Knoch and Chapelle (2017, 
p. 13) proposed two warrants for the explanation inference:  
A. The rating criteria are based on a clearly defined construct;  
B. The descriptors in the rating scale, which is reflective of the theoretical 
construct, are identifiable in the candidates’ discourse in the response. 
While Warrant A requires expert reviews of rating scales and the rating process, 
Warrant B can be supported by a discourse analysis of candidates’ discourse 
features across scoring levels (Knoch & Chapelle, 2017).  
The analysis of candidates’ discourse features in the TEM4-Oral retelling 
task corresponds to the sources for backing under Warrant B. Throughout the 
analysis of content-related features in candidates’ performances, differences are 
seen between the discourse features of Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings. In general, 
compared to Rank 1 candidates, Rank 2 candidates produced more accurate 
single words, more less salient multi-word sequences, and also more correct 
replications and fewer distortions and improvisations of source content. Most of 
these differences are significant across candidates’ retelling performances of the 
four years. This shows not only that discourse features between scoring levels 
differ, but also that those features correspond to the descriptions of the 
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criteria. The discourse analysis of candidates’ retellings thus provides backing 
for Warrant B under the explanation inference, which refers to the 
correspondence between candidates’ discourse features and the rating scale 
descriptors. 
 
5.2.3 Challenges – approaching the construct 
Besides evidence and implications from the discourse analysis, 
challenges also emerged in the validation process concerning the construct 
definition of the TEM4-Oral retelling task. In the explanation inference, the 
associated warrants and assumptions draw attention to the importance of a well-
defined construct in test validation. As evident from the validation framework 
proposed by Knoch and Chapelle (2017), the intended test construct is 
fundamental to the explanation inference, since both the design of the marking 
criteria and the scoring of candidates’ performance are based on it. In order for 
the explanation inference to hold, not only should performances of higher- and 
lower- scoring levels be distinguished according to their different discourse 
features, these discourse features should also correspond to the descriptions in 
the marking criteria which in turn reflect the construct of the test. 
As discussed in the test description (Chapter 2, Section 2.1), the intended 
construct of the TEM4-Oral retelling task is not clearly defined. Although the 
purpose of TEM4-Oral is to examine students’ English speaking skills as 
prescribed in the Teaching Syllabus, no clear link can be seen between the 
retelling task and the spoken English abilities described in the associated 
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Teaching Syllabus. Therefore, it is difficult to determine whether the abilities 
the task is measuring correspond to its intended construct. 
Apart from tracing along the stated purpose of the test, the construct of 
the TEM4-Oral retelling task can also be explored through other approaches. In 
the assumptions under Warrant A of the explanation inference, Knoch and 
Chapelle (2017) mentioned that the rating criteria should be based on ‘a 
defensible theoretical […] model of proficiency’ (p. 13), which can be supported 
by reviewing test development documentation. The Syllabus for TEM4-Oral 
(Syllabus for TEM4-Oral Editing Team, 2014) includes no such models, but it 
defines TEM4-Oral as measuring the spoken English proficiency of the students 
in relation to the requirements in the Teaching Syllabus. In other words, 
‘language proficiency’, broad as it is, can be seen as the presumed construct of 
TEM4-Oral. As evident from the discussion of the findings, some of the different 
discourse features in Rank 1 and Rank 2 retellings (e.g. the use of gendered 
pronouns, the ability to retell verbatim multi-word sequences) reflect candidates’ 
differing levels of language proficiency. 
The marking criteria are often regarded as another way to access the test 
construct, since they are supposed to reflect the abilities the test assesses 
(McNamara et al., 2002). For the TEM4-Oral retelling task, the marking criteria 
are composed of vague descriptors with a broad emphasis on ‘content’, which, 
according to scattered accounts, is likely made explicit in the pilot marking 
process where specific content in the source story is identified. In order to 
explore aspects of content that the task actually assesses, three discourse features 
relating to content in candidates’ retellings were analysed – single words 
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(keyness), multi-word sequences (n-grams), and longer language segments 
containing ‘ideas’ (idea units). In general, significant differences were found in 
all three discourse features produced by candidates of different scoring levels. 
This indicates that the three features are part of what the task is measuring, i.e. 
the construct.  
As demonstrated above, aspects of the construct of the TEM4-Oral 
retelling task can be revealed, and it can be argued that candidates’ performances 
are marked according to it. Nevertheless, some issues are apparent: it is difficult 
to determine the relationship between the intended construct of the task and the 
actual abilities measured, due to vagueness and under-specification. Vagueness 
is seen in the marking criteria: descriptions such as ‘[s]tudents fail to mention 
important content’ and ‘[s]tudents are able to retell the important content’ 
(Syllabus for TEM4-Oral Editing Team, 2014, p. 5) give little indication of what 
is expected of candidates’ performances. Under-specification of the task 
construct, as mentioned above, is seen in the fact that besides ‘language 
proficiency’, neither the Teaching Syllabus nor the Syllabus for TEM4-Oral 
addresses the intended construct of the retelling task. Thus, it is nearly 
impossible to determine whether the TEM4-Oral retelling task assesses its 
intended construct. Since the construct of the TEM4-Oral retelling task is not 
clearly-defined, the explanation inference, especially Warrant A (‘[t]he rating 
criteria are based on a clearly defined construct’; Knoch & Chapelle, 2017, p. 
13), cannot be fully supported. 
As evident from the above, although a search through test development 
materials and the exploration of test-taker discourse have suggested some 
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components of the construct of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, it is still poorly-
defined, therefore posing problems in constructing a validity argument.  
 
5.2.4 Some implications 
As previously mentioned (Chapter 2, Section 2.3.1), the usefulness and 
popularity of Kane’s (2006) argument-based approach to validation have been 
attributed to two aspects. First, it avoids the issues caused by having to start the 
validation process from a complex construct; second, it clearly lays out the kinds 
of evidence needed for an overall validity argument (see Chapelle et al., 2010). 
Both aspects ensure the practicality of the argument-based approach. However, 
in the validation process of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, these two advantages 
also bring about points to consider.  
The process of gathering evidence for the explanation inference 
highlights the importance of a clearly-defined construct in the validity argument. 
As seen from the TEM4-Oral retelling task, an underspecified intended construct 
and vagueness in the marking criteria create confusion towards what should be 
assessed and whether it corresponds to what is being assessed. Without a clearly-
defined intended construct, it cannot be concluded that the test is measuring what 
it is intended to, nor can candidates’ scores be accurately interpreted, which 
constitutes another step in validating the test (Kane, 2010). Although in 
argument-based validation, the test construct becomes a part of the chain of 
inferences, it still holds an important place in the overall validity argument. 
Another characteristic of the argument-based approach is that it clearly 
lays out the supporting evidence which needs to be collected under each warrant 
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and assumption. In practice, this characteristic provides answers to the amount 
and kinds of evidence required to construct a validity argument. While the 
practicality of this characteristic is easily seen, it also tends to constrain the 
validation process to the act of gathering the evidence prescribed, thereby 
ignoring its iterative and ongoing nature (e.g. Kane, 2012). The process of 
gathering evidence for the explanation inference of the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
has shown both inadequacy and transferability of the supporting evidence. The 
issue of inadequacy is related to vagueness in test development documentation. 
In searching for the construct of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, several 
components can be found (e.g. language proficiency, content), which are 
reflected in candidates’ performances. On the surface, the scoring of 
performances reflects the construct of the task, which seems to satisfy the 
assumptions under the explanation inference. However, this is largely due to the 
fact that the construct is vaguely defined. This suggests difficulties in 
constructing a validity argument when there is vagueness in areas of test design. 
While vagueness may be overlooked during the collection of evidence, it is an 
issue of the test in itself. 
In an effort to resolve this vagueness in construct definition, the analysis 
of test-taker discourse proved helpful, which suggests transferability of the 
supportive evidence. According to the evaluation inference (Knoch & Chapelle, 
2017), an analysis of candidates’ discourse is considered as evidence for Warrant 
B, which primarily addresses the correspondence between test-taker discourse 
and the marking criteria. However, when the intended construct of the test task 
is poorly defined, as is the case with the TEM4-Oral retelling task, an analysis 
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of test-taker discourse supplements the vaguely defined construct in test 
development documents and the marking criteria. Messick (1975) describes 
construct validation as ‘the process of marshalling evidence in the form of 
theoretically relevant empirical relations to support the inference that an 
observed response consistency has a particular meaning’ (p. 955). The 
consistency of responses, in this sense, is observed directly through analysing 
features of test-taker discourse. Although the discourse analysis of the retellings 
is not confirmative of the construct of the task, it points out consistencies of test-
taker performance across three discourse features, suggesting potential language 
features that the task assesses. In addition to serving as evidence of the rating 
process, it is also an important approach to exploring the task construct. 
The challenges surfaced from the process of validating the TEM4-Oral 
retelling task also apply to many other English speaking tests in China. Due to 
the lack of development of such tests, the intended constructs are often not 
specified, and information regarding details of marking procedures not publicly 
available. Evident from the validation efforts on the TEM4-Oral retelling task, 
the presence of the above issues makes it hard to conduct external validation 
exercises and evaluate the validity of the tests. While possible ways of 
approaching these problems are mentioned above, they still remain characteristic 
issues in validating spoken English tests in China. 
 
5.3 Implications for task design 
In the process of task validation, the analysis of discourse features 
provides implications for writing the source text. Harris (1969) advised of four 
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aspects for consideration when designing a source text: length, subject matter, 
style and language. For the TEM4-Oral retelling task, the length of the source 
stories can be measured through idea units, the segmentation of which is 
determined by semantics, sentence structure and how the stories are read to the 
candidates (e.g. intonation, pausing). In developing source stories, it should be 
ensured that similar numbers of idea units are included across task versions. In 
terms of language, lexical items in the source stories should be checked against 
corpora of highly proficient English, and any words appearing much less 
frequently should be replaced so as to maintain similar difficulty levels across 
the stories. In the four administrations of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, the 
content and structure of the source stories vary, indicating little attention paid to 
subject and style. Although the influence of subject and style of the source stories 
on candidates’ performance is not easily seen from the analysis, they are still 
features that need to be kept consistent when designing multiple task versions. 
Apart from writing the source text, the task specifications and marking 
criteria of the TEM4-Oral retelling task also need to be reconsidered. At present, 
higher ranks are awarded to candidates who stay more faithful to how words are 
associated in the source story, use more verbatim sequences from the source 
story and produce more correct replications of source content. In other words, 
the TEM4-Oral retelling task favours memorisation and replication but not 
necessarily comprehension. Although it is argued that working memory is 
related to second language proficiency (e.g. Robinson, 2003), a large memory 
component in test tasks has also been found to hinder the assessment of 
comprehension (Chang, 2006). Moreover, retelling verbatim provides an 
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opportunity for candidates to rely heavily on their notes. This induces construct-
irrelevant variance into the task by magnifying the influence of candidates’ 
writing speed and note-taking skills on their performance. From the aspect of 
test interactiveness (Bachman & Palmer, 1996), retelling without integration or 
personalisation implies low levels of involvement of candidates’ language 
knowledge, making it hard to make inferences of candidates’ language ability 
based on test performance.  
Further, whatever adjustment to be made on the TEM4-Oral retelling 
task should be justified of its correspondence to the intended construct, which 
also needs to be specified. Since the purpose of TEM4-Oral is to assess the 
learning outcomes of English major students, a clear correspondence between 
the tasks and the English speaking abilities prescribed in the Teaching Syllabus 
should be established. As English speaking gains its importance in China, tests 
such as TEM4-Oral may gradually become more high-stakes, in which case 
greater washback effects will be expected. Under these circumstances, ‘what is 
assessed becomes what is valued, which becomes what is taught’ (McEwen, 
1995, p. 42). If TEM4-Oral continues with its inadequate attention to the 
curriculum, then it is likely to bring negative washback into the classroom where 
teachers overemphasise the abilities assessed in the test but not necessarily those 
prescribed in the Teaching Syllabus (see Messick, 1996). Therefore, in order to 
generate positive washback and improve the speaking abilities of English major 
students in China, the design of the retelling task and TEM4-Oral in general 
should be based on a clearly defined intended construct in relation to the 
Teaching Syllabus. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 
With the increasing need for English speaking ability in the Chinese 
context, spoken English testing is gradually gaining in importance. However, of 
all the English speaking tests in China, the vast majority are under-developed 
and their tasks insufficiently justified. If China were to advance in its spoken 
English language testing, and potentially, the capacity of the English learner 
population to speak English fluently, systematic validation exercises should be 
carried out on existing English speaking tests to give insights into test design, 
strengthen links with the associated curricula and improve the potential for 
positive washback. 
The present study represents an initial step in the validation process of 
the TEM4-Oral retelling task. Through investigating discourse features of test-
taker performance, it aims to collect validity evidence of the task in two aspects: 
(1) the consistency of task design and rating across test versions; (2) the 
correspondence between the descriptions in the marking criteria and the 
language features of the candidates. For the consistency of task design, the 
analysis of test-taker discourse suggests differences in the difficulty levels of the 
source texts across four test administrations. As for rating, in one of the test 
administrations, higher- and lower-ranked retellings were not distinguished as 
well as in the other years. In addition, discourse features of the retellings have 
been found to reflect the general emphasis of the marking criteria and differ 
between scoring levels. In a validity argument of the TEM4-Oral retelling task, 
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these findings suggest issues regarding the generalisation inference as well as 
provide backing for the explanation inference. 
Besides filling in evidence for a validity argument, the explorative nature 
of the study has also shed light on test design. Across administrations, the 
characteristics of the input text and task specifications are reflected in the various 
discourse features of test-taker performance. Aside from the content of the 
source stories, prosodic features such as intonation and pausing when the stories 
were read to the candidates have also been found to influence test-takers’ 
production of retellings. In addition, the task instructions along with the fast pace 
in which the stories were read have constrained the extent of candidates’ 
manipulation of the story content, resulting in very little processing or 
integration. These features of test-taker performance serve as a reminder of the 
complex dynamics involved in designing a test task. For test developers, 
understanding aspects of the test and staying constantly aware of their potential 
impacts on performance will assist in constructing effective and reliable tests 
(Fulcher & Davison, 2007). 
The effort to validate the TEM4-Oral retelling task reveals challenges in 
carrying out argument-based validation on less popular tests in the presence of 
under-specified test components. At present, the majority of systematic 
validation studies are carried out on large-scale, high-stakes, standardised 
English proficiency tests such as TOEFL and the International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS) which attract massive numbers of test-takers (for 
IELTS, around 2,000,000 tests are taken each year, compared to 20,000 for 
TEM4-Oral; British Council, 2013). Given the intellectual and financial 
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resources required for test validation, it is not surprising that the more well-
recognised a test is, the more comprehensive validation it is likely to receive. 
This creates a dilemma in the current Chinese context in which there is an urgent 
need for English speaking tests to undergo validation, while most of those tests 
have not attracted enough attention. In the meantime, in spoken English tests in 
China, the intended construct is often not specified, which is problematic for 
carrying out argument-based validation. 
The usefulness of a corpus-based approach to test-taker discourse, as this 
study exemplifies, provides solutions to the above issues. Various software has 
enabled corpus analysis to encompass a wide range of discourse features, such 
as different lengths of language, meaning and structure (Cushing, 2017). In cases 
where the construct of the task is not clearly defined, an exploration of different 
discourse features across scoring levels gives insights into what is assessed, 
which could in turn be used for construct definition and the development of 
marking criteria. Additionally, in tasks such as the TEM4-Oral retelling task 
where candidates’ performances are closely related to the input text, analysing 
test-taker discourse across task versions can also be revealing about the 
consistency of task materials. On practical grounds, with the extensive use of 
computers and the emerging freeware, corpus-based discourse analysis appears 
ideal as a starting point for validation studies. 
Nevertheless, test validation is a complex process, and test-taker 
discourse in relation to the marking criteria is but one aspect of the overall 
validity argument. Future investigations of the TEM4-Oral retelling task could 
look into more discourse features commonly indicative of language proficiency, 
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such as grammatical accuracy and syntactic complexity. They could also make 
more use of the recordings of the retellings in the corpus, since intonation and 
pronunciation are of great importance in a speaking test. Also, candidate 
interviews could be conducted so as to gain an understanding of the nature of 
the task from the test-takers’ perspective. Other sources of validity evidence 
include raters’ training procedures and verbal protocols, and information related 
to the decision-making process based on the scoring of the test. Investigations 
into each of these aspects are one step towards ensuring the validity of the 
inferences based on scores from the TEM4-Oral retelling task. 
For spoken English language testing in China, each step taken in test 
validation is much needed. As Bachman (2010) outlined in the foreword of the 
book English Language Assessment and the Chinese Learner (Cheng & Curtis, 
2010), the long testing tradition in China has fostered a value among Chinese 
people to respect examinations and accept test results and the subsequent 
decision-making without question. Test validation fills a gap in language testing 
research in China, reminds test developers to refine the test, and guards against 
unfairness for thousands of test-takers. It is hoped that validation efforts such as 
that presented in this study provide an impetus for the reconsideration of 
speaking test design in relation to their intended effect on the English language 
learning of Chinese university students. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A. Proficiency Level Requirements in the Teaching Syllabus - Pronunciation & Speaking  
(Translated from Chinese) 
Abilities University admission Band 2 Band 4 Band 6 Band 8 
Pronunciation Skillful use of 
phonetic rules and 
symbols to pronounce 
words; can read 
fluently materials 
without new words of 
a difficulty equivalent 
to textbook articles in 
Grade 12 English 
books; clear 
articulation; generally 
correct pronunciation 
and intonation. 
Conscious imitation 
and correction; 
mastery of the 
intonation patterns 
of multisyllabic 
words, compound 
words and 
sentences; initial 
grasp of the rhythm 
of reading and 
speaking, paying 
attention to the 
effect of stress on 
Correct 
pronunciation; good 
grasp of the rhythm 
of reading and 
speaking; mastery 
of the patterns of 
phonetic changes in 
spoken discourse, 
liaison, plosion and 
assimilation; initial 
grasp of the 
relationship 
between stress and 
Correct 
pronunciation; 
relatively natural 
intonation; 
relatively good flow 
of speech. 
Correct 
pronunciation; 
natural intonation; 
good flow of 
speech. 
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meaning; initial 
grasp of the patterns 
of phonetic changes 
in spoken discourse 
and skills of liaison, 
plosion and 
assimilation, and the 
intonation patterns 
of declaratives, 
interrogatives and 
imperatives. 
the delivery of old 
and new 
information. 
Speaking Students can ask and 
answer questions 
based on the textbook 
articles skillfully and 
have simple 
discussions; after 
preparation, students 
are able to outline 
Students can ask 
and answer 
questions on the 
paragraphs listened; 
students can 
communicate on 
topics related to 
daily life; students 
Students can 
communicate with 
people from 
English-speaking 
countries in 
ordinary social 
situations. Students 
can communicate 
Students can 
conduct 
communication on 
familiar topics; 
students can 
introduce to foreign 
visitors relatively 
fluently and 
Students can 
communicate with 
foreign visitors 
about critical issues 
in China and abroad 
in a fluent and 
appropriate manner; 
students can voice 
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briefly and coherently 
the paragraphs listened 
or read; students can 
conduct basic 
communication about 
daily lives; students 
can give an account of 
the textbook contents 
or subjects related to 
student life clearly and 
coherently (the length 
should be more than 
eight sentences). 
are able to 
communicate their 
thoughts correctly, 
with natural 
pronunciation and 
intonation and 
without serious 
grammatical 
mistakes. Their 
language use should 
be generally 
appropriate. 
their thoughts 
correctly, with 
natural 
pronunciation and 
intonation and 
without serious 
grammatical 
mistakes. Their 
language use should 
be generally 
appropriate. 
accurately the 
scenic and historic 
spots and the 
current situation and 
policies in China; 
students can voice 
their opinions 
systematically, 
coherently and in-
depth. 
their opinions 
systematically, 
coherently and in-
depth. 
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Appendix B. Description and Learning Objectives of the Course ‘English 
Listening and Speaking’ in the Teaching Syllabus  
(Translated from Chinese) 
English listening and speaking can be taught in combination or 
separately as needed. Through multiple forms of training, this course helps 
students overcome difficulties in listening, enabling them to understand English 
conversations in everyday situations and other listening materials with mid-level 
difficulty. Students will be able to understand the general idea of the listening 
material and grasp main arguments or plots. By analysing the listening material, 
students will be able to understand the attitude, emotions and true intentions of 
the speakers. They will also be able to take brief notes in English.  
By the end of the foundational stage, students are expected to understand 
most of the content in Voice of America (normal speed) and BBC News. In terms 
of spoken English proficiency, students are expected to: (a) express their own 
ideas relatively clearly using their language knowledge; when they encounter 
vocabulary items they cannot think of or structures that they are not sure of, they 
are able to make use of communication strategies to work around difficulties and 
achieve communicative goals; (b) accurately use communicative language 
functions such as inquiring, requesting, suggesting and advising. They should be 
able to use different forms of language to achieve these language functions under 
different situations and with different interlocutors; (c) be confident in speaking 
English and be interested in and passionate about English learning; (d) gradually 
achieve both fluency and accuracy in spoken English expression.  
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Appendix C. Source Stories of the TEM4-Oral Retelling Task, 2003-2006 
Source story, 2003 
 Just as Jane was joyfully expecting her first child, her active, energetic 
mother began losing her battle with a brain disease. For ten years, the fiercely 
independent and courageous mother had fought, but none of the surgeries or 
treatments had been successful. At only fifty-five, she became totally disabled- 
unable to speak, walk, eat or dress on her own. 
 As the mother grew closer and closer to death, the baby grew closer and 
closer to life. Jane was afraid that her mother and her baby would never know 
each other. Her fear seemed well-founded. 
 A few weeks before her due date, her mother lapsed into a deep coma. 
The doctors did not hold any hope. It was useless to put in a feeding tube, they 
said, for Mother would never awaken. So Jane brought Mother to her own bed 
in her own house. As often as she could, she sat beside her mother, talking about 
the baby moving inside her. 
 On February 3, 1989, at about the same time Jane began to feel birth 
pains, Mother opened her eyes. Jane called home. 
 “Mom, listen. My baby is coming! You’re going to have a new 
grandchild. Do you understand!” 
 “Yes,” Mother answered. 
 What a wonderful word! The first clear word she’d spoken in months. 
 By the time Jane brought her son home, her mother was sitting in her 
chair, dressed and ready to welcome the baby. For two weeks, Mother clucked, 
smiled and held the new-born baby. Then she quietly became unconscious and, 
after visits from all her children, was finally free of the pain. 
 For Jane, memories of her son’s birth will always be bittersweet, but it 
was at this time that she learned an important truth about living. While both joy 
and sorrow pass quickly, and often come together at the same time, love has the 
power to overcome both. And love can last forever. 
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Source story, 2004 
 When she was 22 years old, Pat Jones decided that she wanted to travel 
around the world and see as many foreign places as she could while she was 
young. When she finished college at home in Britain, Pat chose to visit Latin 
America first, so she managed to get a job as an English teacher in a secondary 
school in Bolivia. Pat spoke a little Spanish, so she was able to communicate 
with her students even though they did not know much English. 
 A sentence she had once read somewhere stuck in her mind: if you dream 
in a foreign language, it means that you have really mastered it. Pat repeated this 
sentence to her students and she hoped that someday she would dream in Spanish 
and they would dream in English. 
 One day, Tim, one of the worst students in her class, came up to her and 
explained in Spanish that he had not done his homework. He said that he had 
gone to bed early and had slept badly. Pat was quite angry with him, for she did 
not think that his explanation had anything to do with his homework. But Tim 
told her that he dreamed all night and his dream was in English. 
 “In English!” Pat thought. She was greatly surprised, since Tim was such 
a bad student. She was also secretly jealous. Her dreams were still not in Spanish, 
but she decided to encourage her student and asked him to tell her about his 
dream. 
 “All the people in my dream spoke English,” Tim said. “And all the signs 
were in English. All the newspapers and magazines and all the TV programs 
were in English.” 
 “But that’s wonderful,” said Pat. “What did all the people say to you?” 
she asked. 
 “I’m sorry. Miss Jones, That’s why I slept so badly all through the night. 
I didn’t understand a word they said. It was a nightmare!” Tim answered. 
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Source story, 2005 
 A little girl whose parents had died lived with her grandmother and slept 
in an upstairs bedroom. 
 One night there was a fire in the house and the grandmother died while 
trying to rescue the child. The fire spread quickly, and the first floor of the house 
was soon engulfed in flames. 
 Neighbors called the fire department, then stood helplessly by, unable to 
enter the house because flames blocked all the entrances. The little girl appeared 
at an upstairs window, crying for help, just as word spread among the crowd that 
the firefighters would be delayed a few minutes because they were all at another 
fire. 
 Suddenly, a man appeared with a ladder, put it up against the side of the 
house and disappeared inside. When he reappeared, he had the little girl in his 
arms. He delivered the child to the waiting arms below, then disappeared into 
the night. 
 An investigation revealed that the child had no living relatives, and 
weeks later a meeting was held in the town hall to determine who would take the 
child into their home and bring her up. 
 A teacher said she would like to raise the child. She pointed out that she 
could ensure her a good education. A farmer offered her an upbringing on his 
farm. He pointed out that living on a farm was healthy and satisfying. Others 
spoke, giving their reasons why it was to the child’s advantage to live with them. 
 Finally, the town’s richest resident rose and said, “I can give this child 
all the advantages that you have mentioned here, plus money and everything that 
money can buy.” 
 Throughout all this, the child remained silent, her eyes on the floor. 
 “Does anyone else want to speak?” asked the meeting chairman. A man 
came forward from the back of the hall. He walked slowly and appeared to be in 
pain. When he got to the front of the room, he stood directly in front of the little 
girl and held out his arms. His hands and arms were terribly scarred. 
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 The child cried out. “This is the man who rescued me!” With a leap, she 
threw her arms around the man’s neck. She buried her face in his shoulder and 
sobbed for a few moments. Then she looked up and smiled at him. 
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Source story, 2006 
 A philosophy professor stood before his class and had some items in front 
of him. When class began, wordlessly he picked up a large empty glass jar and 
proceeded to fill it with rocks right to the top, rocks about two inches in diameter. 
 He then asked the students if the jar was full. They agreed that it was. 
 The professor then picked up a box of pebbles and poured them into the 
jar. He shook the jar lightly. The pebbles, of course, rolled into the open spaces 
between the rocks. The students laughed. 
 He asked his students again if the jar was full. They agreed: yes, it was. 
 The professor then picked up a box of sand and poured it into the jar. 
 Of course, the sand filled up all the remaining space. 
 “Now.” said the professor, “I want you to recognize that this is your life.” 
 The rocks are the important things – your family, your partner, your 
health, your children – anything that is so important to you that if it were lost, 
you would be nearly destroyed. The pebbles are the other things in life that 
matter, but on a smaller scale. The pebbles represent things like your job, your 
house, your car. The sand is everything else. The small stuff. 
 If you put the sand or the pebbles into the jar first, there is no room for 
the rocks. The same goes for your life. If you spend all your energy and time on 
the small stuff, or material things, you will never have room for the things that 
are truly most important. Pay attention to the things that are critical in your life. 
Play with your children. Take your partner out dancing. Talk with your parents. 
There will always be time to go to work, clean the house, give a dinner party and 
fix the disposal. “Take care of the rocks first – the things that really matter. Set 
your priorities. The rest is just pebbles and sand. They will take care of 
themselves.”  
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Appendix D. Identification Criteria of Idea Units 
1. General rule 
a) Wherever segmentations according to transcripts contradict with that in 
the audio recording, a final decision should be made based on the 
prosodic features in the audio recording;  
b) Segmentation made in one of the two audio recordings of the source story 
should be accounted for, since test-takers listened to both recordings; 
c) Use the smaller units whenever there is ambiguity in segmentation. 
 
2. Syntactic criteria (partially adapted from Kroll, 1977, p. 90) 
A segment should be identified as an idea unit if it is: 
a) a subject and verb, together with a (i) direct object, (ii) prepositional 
phrase, (iii) adverbial element, or (iv) mark of subordination; 
b) a full relative clause; 
c) a phrase which occur in sentence initial position followed by a comma; 
d) a post-nominal -ing phrase as modifier; 
e) separated by coordinators (e.g. and, or, nor, but, yet). 
 
3. Prosodic criteria (partially adapted from Chafe, 1980, 1985, p. 106) 
An utterance should be identified as an idea unit if it is spoken with a single 
intonation contour and preceded and followed by hesitation or pausing. 
Additional constraints: 
a) Intonation contour or pausing cannot stand alone as evidence of 
segmentation; in order to be identified as an idea unit, utterances should 
at least exhibit a combination of the above two, ideally with semantic 
cues signalling a difference in semantic content from adjacent idea units; 
b) Intonation contour and pausing as a result of emphasis do not count 
towards idea unit segmentation. 
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Appendix E. Codebook for the Coding of Content of Idea Units 
Code description Example: Corresponding idea unit(s) in the source story Example: Retelling 
Comprehension 
1. Correct replication of a single/partial 
idea unit in the source story 
Just as Jane was joyfully expecting her first child Just	as	Jane	was	going	to	give	birth	to	her	
first	child	
2. Distortion of a single/partial idea unit 
in the source story 
At only fifty-five And	at,	just,	er,	only	at	forty-five	years	old 
Generalisation 
3. Correct replication/condensation of 
multiple idea units in the source story 
the fiercely independent and courageous mother had fought 
| she became totally disabled 
her	independent	and	active	mother	was	
totally	disabled 
4. Distortion of multiple idea units in the 
source story  
For ten years, | the fiercely independent and courageous 
mother had fought, | but none of the surgeries or treatments 
| had been successful. | At only fifty-five, | she became 
totally disabled. 
her	mother,	an	energy	an	energer	energetic	
mom,	an	energec	woman	was	lose	her	
consciousness,	was	lose	her	consciousness 
Construction/improvisation 
5. Generation of new information, 
relevant to story content, but does not 
correspond to any idea unit(s) in the 
source story 
Jane called home. | “Mom, listen. | My baby is coming! | 
You’re going to have a new grandchild. | Do you 
understand!”  
She	told	her	mother,	|	“Mum,	my	baby	was	
coming,	|	could	you	hear	me?” 
Other 
6. Irrelevant to story content On February 3, 1989, | at about the same time Jane began to 
feel birth pains, | Mother opened her eyes.  
On	February	the	third,	1989,	|	you	will	know	
what	happened. 
Note: idea units in focus are underlined. 
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Appendix F. Sample Coding of Idea Units (2005) 
Source story (73 idea units) 
A little girl | whose parents had died | lived with her grandmother | and slept in 
an upstairs bedroom. | One night there was a fire in the house | and the 
grandmother died | while trying to rescue the child. | The fire spread quickly, | 
and the first floor of the house | was soon engulfed in flames. | Neighbors called 
the fire department, | then stood helplessly by, | unable to enter the house | 
because flames blocked all the entrances. | The little girl appeared at an upstairs 
window, | crying for help, | just as word spread among the crowd | that the 
firefighters would be delayed | a few minutes | because they were all at another 
fire. | Suddenly, | a man appeared with a ladder, | put it up against the side of the 
house | and disappeared inside. | When he reappeared, | he had the little girl in 
his arms. | He delivered the child | to the waiting arms below, | then disappeared 
into the night. | An investigation revealed | that the child had no living relatives, 
| and weeks later | a meeting was held in the town hall | to determine | who would 
take the child into their home | and bring her up. | A teacher said | she would like 
to raise the child. | She pointed out | that she could ensure her a good education. 
| A farmer offered her an upbringing on his farm. | He pointed out that living on 
a farm was healthy and satisfying. | Others spoke, | giving their reasons | why it 
was to the child’s advantage | to live with them. | Finally, | the town’s richest 
resident rose | and said, | “I can give this child all the advantages that you have 
mentioned here, | plus money | and everything that money can buy.” | 
Throughout all this, | the child remained silent, | her eyes on the floor. | “Does 
anyone else want to speak?” | asked the meeting chairman. | A man came forward 
| from the back of the hall. | He walked slowly | and appeared to be in pain. | 
When he got to the front of the room, | he stood directly in front of the little girl 
| and held out his arms. | His hands and arms were terribly scarred. | The child 
cried out. | “This is the man who rescued me!” | With a leap, | she threw her arms 
around the man’s neck. | She buried her face in his shoulder | and sobbed for a 
few moments. | Then she looked up | and smiled at him.  
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Rank 1 retelling (33 idea units) 
Coding of content is indicated by category numbers at the end of each idea 
unit. See Appendix E for the codebook of the content of idea units. 
 
A	 little	girl,	 (1)	 |	whose	parents	had	died	 (1)	 |	 and	he,	and	 she	 lived	with	his	her	
grandmother.	(1)	|	The	the	girl	and	her	grandmother	live	on	lived	on	at	the	upstairs	
of	the	bedroom.	(1)	|	One	night	(1)	|	there	was	a	big	fire...	(1)	|	the	fire	spread	quickly	
(1)	 |	 and	 suddenly	 the	 first	 floor	 was	 got	 into	 flames	 (3)	 |	 and	 he	 he	 gr-	 her	
grandmother	dial	died	on	the	big	fire.	(1)	|	Em	The	little	girl	stood	stood	hopefully	
(2)	|	and	cried	in	the	at	the	on	the	window	at	the	window	on	the	upstairs.	(3)	|	The	
neighbors	wanted	to	go	into	the	the	room	to	rescue	the	girl	(5)	|	but	the	fire	was	so	
big	(5)	|	and	the	fire	block	all	the	entrance.	(1)	|	Then	at	that	time,	(5)	|	then	a	a	a	an	
old	man	appeared	(1)	|	and	he	and	he	rushed	into	the	room	(5)	|	and	rescue	rescue	
the	little	girl.	(5)	|	He	held	his	arm	he	held	the	girl’s	arm	(2)	|	and	deliver	and	rescue	
and	rescued	her	out	(1)	 |	and	then	he	delivered	the	little	girl	to	the	waiting	room	
below	downstairs	(4)	|	then	the	the	old	man	disappeared	in	disappeared	in	the	night.	
(1)	|	Then	after	that	(5)	|	a	meeting	and	that	the	people	know	there	was	no	girl	that	
the	girl	has	no	the	living	no	rel-	rel-	no	living	relatives.	(4)	|	After	that	meeting	was	
held	in	the	town	hall	to	decide	who	could	take	take	the	girl	to	live	with	him.	(3)	 |	
Then	a	teacher	stand	up.	(1)	|	She	said	he	wan	she	she	wan-	she	would	like	to	raise	
the	girl	(3)	|	because	she	he	er	she	think	she	thought	she	can	offer	the	girl	good	a	of	
good	education.	(1)	|	And	then	a	farmer	pointed	out	(1)	|	that	he	wanted	to	bring	up	
the	little	girl	(1)	|	because	he	can	because	to	live	in	a	farm	is	very	healthy	and	satisfy	
satisfying.	(1)	|	And	and	all	the	other	and	all	the	other	people	stand	up	(2)	|	and	give	
and	give	their	reasons	why	they	wanted	to...	(2)	
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Appendix G. Frequently-Occurring Words in the Source Stories,  
2003-2005 
Table G-1 
10 Most Frequent Words in the Source Story, 2003 
Rank Word Freq. in source story Freq. in COCA 
1 her 19 1,845,549 
2 the 14 26,892,910 
3 mother 12 199,402 
4 and 10 14,268,108 
5 to 9 13,472,111 
6 Jane 7 17,703 
7 a 6 12,040,614 
8 baby 6 71,275 
9 she 6 2,002,536 
10 was 6 3,928,253 
 
Table G-2 
10 Most Frequent Words in the Source Story, 2004 
Rank Word Freq. in source story Freq. in COCA 
1 in 15 9,619,055 
2 she 15 2,002,536 
3 to 11 13,472,111 
4 and 10 14,268,108 
5 her 9 1,845,549 
6 that 9 6,831,288 
7 was 9 3,928,253 
8 a 8 12,040,614 
9 English 8 55,757 
10 the 8 26,892,910 
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Table G-3 
10 Most Frequent Words in the Source Story, 2005 
Rank Word Freq. in source story Freq. in COCA 
1 the 36 26,892,910 
2 and 14 14,268,108 
3 a 13 12,040,614 
4 to 10 13,472,111 
5 child 9 148,044 
6 in 8 9,619,055 
7 he 7 3,825,660 
8 her 7 1,845,549 
9 she 6 2,002,536 
10 that 6 6,831,288 
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Appendix H. Rank 2 Exclusive Prominent Strings 
Strings that appear at the end of paragraphs are underlined. 
 
2003 
dress on her own 
do you understand 
 
2004 
all the people 
 
2005 
on the floor 
live with them 
and bring her up 
eyes on the floor 
her eyes on the floor 
 
2006 
the remaining space 
will take care of themselves 
they will take care of themselves 
 
